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ABSTRACT

Hudson Yards: Hybrid Capital’s New Home.
by
Massimo D. Scoditti

Advisor: Karen Miller

This thesis focuses on the material and metaphysical aspects of the Hudson Yards, the largest
private development in US History. With its roots in the administration of Michael Bloomberg, the
site is representative of neoliberal ideology. It is also one in which cultural production is central.
This is in terms of the rationalization and mythos of the building of the space itself and the
dreamworlds created to obscure the mechanisms of extraction and accumulation that make such a
complex possible. The Hudson Yards is particularly interesting because, as Cindi Katz might
suggest, topography lines connect it to transnational capital. And as Samuel Stein would argue, it
emerges out of the “real estate state.” The topography lines extend further, related to how the
kinetic elites, as described by Mimi Sheller in her book, Mobility Justice, move through borders
and spaces in entirely different ways. Hudson Yards’ business model depends on international
travel and tourism, as well as foreign and domestic real estate investment. Furthermore, it is part of
a continuing trend of nations selling full American citizenship or lifetime visas for investment—
something that is unavailable to most human beings.
From groundbreaking in 2011 to the grand opening of Hudson Yards in 2019, a new lifestyle is
being created in this complex, one that is at the service of transnational capital and the kinetic
elites. Appropriately, the Hudson Yards is home to large media conglomerates like AT&T, HBO,
CNN, Meta, and Alphabet. Media representations of the Hudson Yards, whether in a CNN story or
a popular HBO show like The Flight Attendant (2020), attempt to sell this bizarre, sleek,
disorienting space as the future of city living. Hudson Yards lies at the intersection of some of the
most pervasive ideological and material forces in our society today. Its architects are attempting to
remake New York: not only physically, but psychically as well.
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Introduction
Everybody knows that our cities were built to be destroyed.
Caetano Veloso, 1971.
Taking the train along the Northeast Corridor, the dense knot of urbanization that runs
from Boston to Washington, D.C., with New York at its center, you can see the ruins of the
previous capitalist forms of accumulation with your own eyes. As you roll up from Philadelphia
through New Jersey, you will inevitably see (if you look up from your phone, of course) the
empty hulks of factories and plants all along the railway line. You might notice the state of the
train you are in and the state of the line you are taking (whether it be Amtrak or N.J. Transit); it
is hardly state of the art. Except for Amtrak’s Acela train, most of the trains you would be riding
would be perfect set pieces for a film or tv show about the 80s. The creaking, crawling way you
enter New York by rail, or by road for that matter, feels precisely as it was described over 60
years ago when Vincent Scully, architectural critic, and distinguished Yale architectural
professor, described entering the city through the new Penn Station ‘like a cockroach.’ As you
approach New York City, you can see part of the reason for yourself, as taller and taller spires
rise above the city. Nearer to New York, you begin to see the dense cluster of towers in Lower
Manhattan and downtown Brooklyn off in the distance. Even closer on the New Jersey side, the
waterfront cities of Weehawken, Fort Lee, and Jersey City, luxury high rises, and office
buildings sprout up like the marsh reeds that used to border the estuary of New York Bay offering eye-watering rents and fine urban living. Glinting in the sun, a cluster of curved glass
buildings stand out on Manhattan’s West Side. As the train swings out from Newark on its last
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approach to the crumbling 120-year-old tunnel into Penn Station, you catch the last glimpse of
the Hudson Yards, a hulk perched over the Hudson. It seems to dwarf the Empire State Building.
If the Empire State Building is a symbol of a New York in which industrial capital ruled.
then the Hudson Yards complex represents a new age of capital. The site is built, literally, on top
of two foundational spaces of industrial capital, the railway, and the port. According to Samuel
Stein in Capital City, was the result of the FIRE (financial, investment, & real estate) sector
replacing old industrial capital and its spatial demands. 1 This new formation, part of the
neoliberal turn of the 1970s, is where the roots of the neoliberal city begin, too. New York City’s
bankruptcy started the era of public-private partnerships, park conservancies, BIDS, and other
‘improvement districts.’ All were helping along with the privatization of New York City’s public
spaces. Furthermore, focusing on economic development changes the philosophy behind any
government. It becomes one of the bottom-line, not of serving the public. However, this does not
mean that the city must always exhibit a virtuous frugality, as is often demanded by
conservatives and centrists. In fact, “economic development” is another way of saying private
subsidy, or in some cases, public cash redirected into private hands. 2 The price is never
questioned, as long as it is spent on “economic development.” That is the gist of the
rationalization behind putting 7 billion dollars of public money, the total sum of costs to the City
of New York, as the press in New York and elsewhere endlessly parrot, to underwrite the “most
expensive private development in United States history.” 3

Samuel Stein, Capital City: Gentrification and the Real Estate State, Jacobin Series (London; Brooklyn, NY:
Verso, 2019). pp. 32-33, 35
2
Stein, 37.
3
Michael Kimmelman et al., “Hudson Yards Is Manhattan’s Biggest, Newest, Slickest Gated Community. Is This
the Neighborhood New York Deserves?,” The New York Times, March 14, 2019, sec. Arts,
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/03/14/arts/design/hudsonhttps://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/03/1
4/arts/design/hudson-yards-nyc.html.
1
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This complex is the newest remaking of the land on a site that has seen many different
variations on the theme of capitalist accumulation and consumption. These variations have local,
regional, and global implications. It is like the matsutake mushrooms in Anna Tsing’s masterpiece
The Mushroom at the End of the World. Tsing examines the logistical side of transnational capital,
via the matsutake mushroom, and how it affects social reproduction in different corners of the
world. Tsing traces the different ways the matsutake mushrooms, which are a delicacy in Japan
and are now rare, are now part of a global logistical network that has emerged to obtain them.
These mushrooms carry meaning for the Japanese, and for the mostly immigrant pickers of the
mushrooms in North America’s forests. 4 Just like the matsutake, the effects of the Hudson Yards
are as particular to New York City as they are to the entire world. And like the matsutake, the
Hudson Yards emerged because of the reworking of the earth – both “human disturbances.” 5
And just like mushrooms, the complex is breaking down older forms of capitalism that
rest in the bedrock of New York to fertilize the capitalist ecology for new accumulations and
new conceptions of inequality. On Tenth Avenue on the West Side of Manhattan, we see a nexus
of the forces at work in our world – real estate and investment capital, tech and social media
capital, and the news and cultural capital. It is the culmination of the neoliberal age and its stark
inequalities and the power of transnational capital in all facets of everyday, national, and global
life. And while Tsing discusses what grows and lives in the interstices and crevices between the
spaces transnational capital creates, the central object of this discussion is the actual space itself
– the Hudson Yards complex on the Far West Side of Manhattan.

Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 6.
5
“This is because [the matsutake’s] most common host is red pine, which germinates in the sunlight and mineral
soils left by human deforestation” Tsing, 6.
4
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Hudson Yards took almost a decade to shoot into the sky. But the roots of the ethos that
propelled its growth have been steadily spreading tendrils underground since the neoliberal turn
of the 1970s. 6 Hudson Yards is the acme of neoliberal urbanism, a “monument to
gentrification.” 7 It is the brainchild of the arch-neoliberal, New York’s billionaire former mayor,
Michael Bloomberg. It would prove the “most important element” in the Bloomberg
administration’s plans. 8 Bloomberg’s Deputy Mayor for Economic Development, Dan Doctoroff
(ex-Goldman Sachs), would spearhead a push to remake the entire West Side based on the sound
logic of neoliberal ideas. Using brilliantly employed doublespeak, the Bloomberg administration
worked closely with real estate developers, talking about development, jobs, and some token
amount of “affordable housing.” It follows a script that has been honed and refined for almost
fifty years.
As Julian Brash writes in Bloomberg’s New York: Class and Governance in the Luxury
City, the Bloomberg administration worked “to establish the dominance of the ascendant
postindustrial elite… to establish a new form of class hegemony in the city.” In the ensuing
discussion, we will examine exactly how this class hegemony, which has already asserted itself
in the physical sense, reproduces ideological structures through constructed space. Brash also
points out that Bloomberg’s vision for the city and the people he imagined populating it was that
New York was a “place of competition, elite sociality, cosmopolitanism, and luxury, populated

The beginnings of which start at the West Side with the first “economic development” project of neoliberal New
York, the Javits Center. Brash, Julian. Bloomberg’s New York: Class and Governance in the Luxury City,
Geographies of Justice and Social Transformation 6 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011), 146.
7
Christoph Lindner and Brian Rosa, eds., Deconstructing the High Line: Postindustrial Urbanism and the Rise of
the Elevated Park (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2017), 85. I am paraphrasing Brash who
was applying the term to the High Line. It easily applies to Hudson Yards as well. Both sit at the end of what was
once not only a passenger, but freight terminal for a very robust port. Today, they serve as linchpins of a new form
of accumulation, and therefore, deserve the same moniker.
8
Brash, Bloomberg’s New York, 18.
6
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by ambitious, creative, hardworking, and intelligent innovators.” Analyzing the Hudson Yards is
to analyze this very idea, and all the ideas floating around neoliberal spaces. As Brash remarks in
his book, “the Bloomberg administration set about reshaping the city’s landscape and economy,
it did so in accordance with this imagined New York and to these imagined New Yorkers.” 9 It is
essential to explore this imaginary, to see how it is built in the minds of the public.
Like the mushrooms in Tsing’s book, ‘society’ implicates and defines how things like
mushrooms - or buildings - are perceived, treasured, and in a capitalist society, its exchange
value. 10 Buildings, and cities, being human-made things, are essential reflections of the pathos of
that society. They are reflective of pathos because they are imbued with the essence of a culture
from this first brick – all the hopes, dreams, blind spots, fears, and anxieties of a society can be
interpreted through the built environment. In this sense, I am channeling scholars like Mike
Davis, particularly City of Quartz, and Stuart Hall’s The Hidden Dimension. Both authors show
how our perceptions of space are extensions of not only our own internal psychology but also the
psychology of whole societies. Hall’s own insights into the ways in which space can influence
our emotions, or even our perception of reality, are important to my argument. Architecture
speaks to us in ways that are not fully appreciated. These spaces are studiously designed to tell
you how to move, shop, live and play as efficiently as the markets. It is also true that these
spaces produce cultural and social meanings and then are reproduced, as cultural and social
objects, through traditional and social media, film, and television.

Brash, 18–19.
“No place in the world is untouched by that global political economy … ” Tsing The Mushroom at the End of the
World.
9

10
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Walter Benjamin once claimed that the work of a dialectical materialist is to “seize hold
of a memory” of history “as it flashes up” to understand the present and past. 11 These moments
of clarity are like looking through a prism and seeing solid light refracted into its constituent
parts. Laid bare are relationships, assemblages, and connections that reveal a society’s inner
logics. Hudson Yards does this in two critical ways. It represents the material logistics of capital
‘embedded in the land’ and operates on a level of cultural production that reflects the political
economy of 21st-century neoliberal capitalism.
Furthermore, Benjamin’s work on the arcades is important because the Hudson Yards is,
essentially, an update on an old theme. For one, the Hudson Yards, like the arcades, is an
“international style… part of the lived experience of a worldwide, metropolitan generation.” 12
This means that it is not wholly local, and it is not wholly global, but an interface between the
scales and distances of human society.
The Hudson Yards is home to many traditional media, social media, tech giants, and
FIRE (Finance, Insurance, Real Estate) businesses. It is a fusion of these supposedly disparate
and separate “industries” and reveals, particularly in terms of the media, a many-tentacled
monster. Arbitrary distinctions between types of media – the so-called “legacy” media versus
“new” media debates that reached a fever pitch with Twitter’s monopoly on political discourse,
for instance – hide a concentration and control of the media unparalleled in United States history.
Hudson Yards, with commercial tenants representing both “legacy” and “new” media brands,
demonstrates the interconnectedness of media and the ways in which media shapes our
perceptions of urban space. By way of HBO’s The Flight Attendant (2020), we can step into this
Benjamin, 198.
Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1991), 39.
11
12
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world and see how the media play an integral part in the mythmaking of capitalist spaces.
Furthermore, the distinction between “the news” and “the media,” or “old media,” and “social
media,” is false. Hudson Yards is not only a representation of the real estate state. It houses many
other powers in American and global society – Meta, Alphabet, Apple, Warner Media (parent
company of The Flight Attendant’s broadcaster, HBO), CNN (also part of Warner Media,
international arms dealer and now boutique real estate investors, BlackRock. 13 The list goes on.
And the city and the state have plans to extend this development further- Penn South. As
these projects follow each other, one after another, how is it that they can continue? And what
difference is there between an article in the Times about Doctoroff’s or HBO’s new digs at
Hudson Yards and a whole show, like The Flight Attendant, which reveals so much more of the
logic of neoliberal capital, and packaging it for public acceptance? The media is central to
conditioning the public to accept projects like this as the inevitable flow of progress. But why
would the “medias” challenge this fact when they are themselves owned and operated by
transnational corporations?
Suppose one considers the concentration of all the “medias” today, either social or
traditional, into one place and the concentration of that media in the hands of fewer and fewer
large corporations. It disabuses us of the notion that there is a “free” press in any sense – housed
in places like Hudson Yards. How can they criticize what they cannot see? These facts on the
ground hide in plain sight. Cultural and social productions – like The Flight Attendant and in the
press serve the purpose of distraction. For one, they are stakeholders, a word employed so much
there is little meaning, but accurate in that they depend on the success of spaces like the Hudson
Leanna Garfield, “Amazon, JPMorgan, and BlackRock Are All Snapping up Space in the New $25 Billion
Manhattan Neighborhood That’s Reshaping the City,” Business Insider, July 20, 2018,
https://www.businessinsider.com/amazon-jpmorgan-blackrock-moving-nyc-hudson-yards-2018-7.
13

7

Yards. The strange discordance between all the bluster by major news media about their
importance for critique, they are, themselves, getting into real estate, and tech, and social media.
Traditional criticisms - like that of Michael Kimmelman of The New York Times,
Alexandra Schwartz of The New Yorker, even The Guardian - of spaces like this focus on the
cost, perhaps, but particularly the aesthetic, etc. - are often valid and unsurprising to some
degree. Few criticisms explore the deep-rooted truths of neoliberal spaces like this. For one,
taking the cue from Mimi Sheller’s Mobility Justice, it is a place where one can trace capital’s
logistics and logics. Central to Sheller’s argument, and one central to this analysis of Hudson
Yards, by linking together, through “mobility,” the scales at which global capital operates. 14
Furthermore, the world of extractive and fossil-burning society is one in which the kinetic elites
operate. 15 Sheller’s framework serves several purposes – all of which are central to this analysis
of Hudson Yards.
The Hudson Yards are built for the kinetic elites. The Flight Attendant allows us to walk
through the spaces of the kinetic elites. The show is filmed at Hudson Yards, offering us some
direct insight into the ways these spaces operate, and for whom they are intended. And not just
Hudson Yards, as The Flight Attendant shows, this new “transnational capitalist class,” move
through borders and occupy spaces almost identical (in spirit or form) to Hudson the Yards
elsewhere in the world. For example, when they are shot walking through Bangkok, they
XYZ… 16 But who are these kinetic elites? Sheller defines the kinetic elites as those that have a
“combination of capacities to be mobile. It includes having the appropriate documents, such as

Sheller argues that “scale is a social construction, human geographers argue, and movement is precisely that
which makes and remakes space-time and entangles different scales.” Mimi Sheller, Mobility Justice: The Politics of
Movement in an Age of Extremes (London; Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 2018), 1–2.
15
Sheller, 13.
16
Brash, Bloomberg’s New York, 133.
14
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passports and visas, along with money (financial capital) and qualifications such as education or
professional standing (cultural capital). Having physical capacities for movement…and an
environment that fits one’s body… It also involves access to networks at-a-distance (social
capital), meaning the ability to access family relations, bank accounts, or co-workers through
communication devices, to find location-free information using Wi-Fi hot spots, and to have
quiet and secure meeting places, as well as time and other resources for coordination.” 17 They are
generally straight, wealthy, and white. Because of their concentrated privilege, they move
through space and time differently than the rest of the planet’s citizens. They also produce more
greenhouse gases by their activity than 99% of the rest of the world. 18
The Flight Attendant is interesting in many ways and relates to the discussion of Hudson
Yards. This intertwining of reality and fiction reflects that more than just Stein’s real estate state
is at work in this “urban play space.” Usefully, Michael Huisman’s character in HBO’s The
Flight Attendant is representative of this “new, ascendant class.” 19 He is a hedge fund manager
and world traveler, for business and pleasure. His apartment, it is later revealed, is high up in one
of Hudson Yards’ residential towers, which is also the home of HBO itself. He lives, works, and
plays in these spaces in New York and in analogous spaces in cities like Bangkok, another
location the show is filmed in. The show and real-life overlap in ways that reveal how the space
houses new forms of hybrid capital – with tech, media, real estate, investment, and insurance
crossing over into each other and sometimes becoming – like Apple and Amazon, not only

Sheller, Mobility Justice, 13, 55.
Anna Ratcliff, “Carbon Emissions of Richest 1 Percent More than Double the Emissions of the Poorest Half of
Humanity,” Oxfam International, September 23, 2020, https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/carbon-emissionsrichest-1-percent-more-double-emissions-poorest-half-humanity.
19
Brash, Bloomberg’s New York, 254.
17
18
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players in commodity production. They are also increasingly in the cultural production of
entertainment and news.
In addition, Sheller invokes Harvey’s ideas of space being “fixed capital embedded in the
land,” meaning that they are important things to study because it is capital’s physical form.
However, she turns this on its head to point out that capital also moves through, in, and around
spaces. It is limiting to fixate statically on just the one space – it is much better to get a feel for
how capital, people, goods – everything, really – moves. This is crucial because, as much as this
study is about Hudson Yards, on the Far West Side of Manhattan, it also is important to trace the
lines of force that go far beyond New York Bay.
These playgrounds of the kinetic elite disguise how “fixed capital embedded in the land”
connects to a fossil fuel economy, and thereby to the ongoing exploitation of labor and the
despoliation of natural resources. There are clear relationships between projects such as Hudson
Yards and the production of carbon in the atmosphere. The space – while LEED-certified – still
rests on fossil-fuel-burning planes, and cars, to bring people through the doors. 20 As Sheller
points out, movement in between cities and countries is not just of people and goods, but pipes,
wires, microchips, and most importantly still, fossil fuels in the form of oil, gas, and coal. 21 A
whole complex that is “green” is moot if the people it serves are responsible for double the
carbon emissions of entire continents. 22

“LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) is the most widely used green building rating system in
the world. Available for virtually all building types, LEED provides a framework for healthy, highly efficient, and
cost-saving green buildings. LEED certification is a globally recognized symbol of sustainability achievement and
leadership.”“Why LEED Certification | U.S. Green Building Council,” accessed January 10, 2022,
https://www.usgbc.org/leed/why-leed.
21
Sheller, Mobility Justice, 99.
22
Ratcliff, “Carbon Emissions of Richest 1 Percent More than Double the Emissions of the Poorest Half of
Humanity.”
20
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Cindi Katz uses topography lines to describe how we can connect everyday social
reproduction to the larger forces at work on the world. 23 This concept is useful for understanding
the Hudson Yards, which can be understood as a nexus of these forces and reveals the scales –
local and global – at which they work. Katz’s topographies fit well with Sheller’s ideas on
movement and the question of scale. The topographical lines unite the disparate and multiform
shapes of capital throughout the world. And like the matsutake, to know that even though we are
talking about the West Side of Manhattan, that there are people and places affected – directly or
indirectly – by the movement (or non-movement) of people, money, and things across the planet.
Finally, in the capitalist dreamworld first described by Benjamin in Arcades Project and
his other writings, social reproduction and cultural production are made in real-time, in and
around its spaces. However, the dream world is also the “reality” of spaces like this and its
narrative. A fairytale told by neoliberal administrations all over the country, and one in which a
wholly monopolized media environment ensures will lay unexamined. For that reason, one must
pick at the contradictions inherent in neoliberal spaces and reveal what hybrids capital is creating
in Hudson Yards and all over the world. These dream spaces are not only in the interiors of these
spaces, but in our own minds, and projected upon the wider world.
This discussion is important because exploring ways in which to create anti-capitalist or
a-capitalist spaces is essential to the work of the future of the city and the planet. 24 Uneven
mobilities should be seen as an affront to Nature, and this understanding should also be extended
to all non-human life. The physical spaces necessary to prop up an extractive, fossil-fuel-burning

Cindi Katz, “On the Grounds of Globalization: A Topography for Feminist Political Engagement,” Signs 26, no. 4
(2001): 1213–34.
24
David Harvey, “The Right to the City,” New Left Review, no. 53 (October 1, 2008): 23–40; Don Mitchell, The
Right to the City: Social Justice and the Fight for Public Space (New York: Guilford Press, 2003); David J. Madden
and Peter Marcuse, In Defense of Housing: The Politics of Crisis (London ; New York: Verso, 2016).
23
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economic system themselves also work to constrain mobilities beyond the human. The
understanding of movement as essential to the workings of everyday life is important, especially
in a moment in which the borders of nation-states or borders, in general, create divisions and
prevent true cooperation. This is as evident as to how easily capital or the usually white, male,
rich protagonist moves through time and space versus all other people on the planet.
There is continuous cultural production occurring in and around Hudson Yards. Visitors
circulate images of themselves taken at “selfie spots” scattered throughout the complex. Media
conglomerates such as Warner Media Studios (CNN and HBO), Alphabet (Google and
YouTube), and Meta (Facebook and Instagram) in turn churn out their own images, which
influence the ways in which visitors frame their own photographs of the space. In other words,
both visitor and tenant take part in the ideological construction of Hudson Yards. HBO seems
particularly invested in mythologizing Hudson Yards; at last count, I’ve seen it appear in The
Flight Attendant, Succession, and The Other Two. We must thus explore how media, politics,
and real estate work together synergistically to reproduce the logic of what Brash calls the
“transnational capitalist class” and their imaginary New York. 25

Part I
The sleazy old Deuce she remembers from her less responsible youth is so no more,
Giuliani and his developer friends and the forces of suburban righteousness have
swept the place Disneyfied and sterile – the melancholy bars, the cholesterol and
fat dispensaries and porno theaters have been torn down or renovated, the unkempt
and unhoused and unspoken-for have been pushed out, no more dope dealers, no
more pimps or three-card monte artists, not even kids playing hooky at the pinball
arcades – all gone. Maxine can’t avoid feeling nauseous at the possibility of some
stupefied consensus about what life is to be taking over the whole city without a
mercy, a tightening Noose of Horror…
25

Brash, Bloomberg’s New York, 11.
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Thomas Pynchon, Bleeding Edge (2013)
“The portion of the public helped by the use of public resources would not be the
portion of the public that needed help the most.
Robert Caro, The Power Broker (1975)
Hudson Yards is the product of decades of thinking on the future of the city, and largescale development projects such as the new World Trade Center site, the High Line, and the
“Disneyfication” of Times Square. To understand how the structure came into being, and what
vision of the city the structure supports, we need to look back at Michael Bloomberg’s audacious
attempts to remake New York in his own image – and the news and entertainment media’s
complicity in boosting the vision of New York as a city made for and by the “kinetic elite.”
In its first years, the Bloomberg administration was focused on the rebuilding effort at
Ground Zero. The battles over the World Trade Center site help make the argument, pushed by
the Bloomberg administration, no less, that government gets in the way of development. The
WTC rebuilding was a difficult one. The site was a vortex of competing municipal, state, and
federal interests, and private interests, namely the developer Silverstein Properties. 26 The
boondoggle at Ground Zero was a lesson learned, and a useful propaganda tool for what the
Bloomberg administration was hoping for the railyards serving Penn Station on Manhattan’s far
west side. In the press, the blame for the slow pace of reconstruction was often cited (not

WBUR, “Anthropologist Documents ‘The Battle for Ground Zero,’” WBUR, September 11, 2013,
https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2013/09/11/battle-ground-zero; Deborah Sontag, “The Hole in the City’s Heart,”
The New York Times, September 11, 2006,
https://www.nytimes.com/2006/09/11/nyregion/nyregionspecial3/11groundzero.html; Charles V. Bagli, “Port
Authority and Silverstein Get Trade Center Deadline,” The New York Times, January 27, 2010,
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/28/nyregion/28wtc.html; Charles V. Bagli, “Trade Center Site Developer Set
Back,” The New York Times, January 28, 2010, sec. New York,
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/28/nyregion/28wtc.html. – The New York Times. The anthropologist Elizabeth
Greenspan’s book The Battle for Ground Zero, (St. Martin’s Press, 2013) is an invaluable source for the battles over
the site.
26
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incorrectly), on the incompetent bureaucracy of the MTA, Port Authority, or city and state
officials. Meanwhile, Silverstein was litigating to make sure he and his company could pad their
pockets with an insurance claim and with the public money pouring into the site. 27 As usual, any
criticism of the machinations of the most powerful were muted in the press. 28 Bloomberg, who
campaigned on running the city like the efficient businessman he was and who said, famously,
that he wanted New York City to be a haven for billionaires, looked for other ways in which to
apply his business know-how.
The mayor had made economic development the center of his campaign. 29 In his victory
speech in November 2001, less than a month after the 9/11 attacks, Bloomberg promised New
Yorkers that he would make “New York for New Yorkers.” 30 Yet Bloomberg made it clear he
wanted the city to be a place for billionaires like himself to live, work, and play. 31 Bloomberg’s
fortune was from a synthesis of Wall Street, finance, and data-driven analytics that serve the
investment, banking, hedge funds, and venture capitalist firms. His administration reflected that.
Dan Doctoroff, Bloomberg’s Deputy Mayor of Economic Development, came from the
eventually defunct Lehman Brothers firm. Doctoroff, who openly admitted that he “hated New
York” at first, was the chosen one by the Bloomberg administration to execute the mayor’s
neoliberal vision – first, with the attempted stadium on the West Side, but also, eventually, the
High Line and Hudson Yards. 32
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The original plan for the Hudson Yards site was to be a new sports stadium, a project that
had been in the works since at least the Dinkins administration. 33 However, neighborhood
resistance to the stadium stymied efforts. 34 Doctoroff, who had been championing a New York
City Olympic bid since 1994, became the head of the committee handling New York’s bid. The
centerpiece of the bid was the West Side Stadium. When the bid failed, the Bloomberg
administration had to develop another plan. The first phase can be said to be the redevelopment
of the High Line, which laid the groundwork for Bloomberg and Doctoroff’s long-term plans.
With large-scale projects like the stadium moot, the city pivoted and came up with the Hudson
Yards plan in 2008.
The acute severity of the 2008 financial crisis on New York was exactly what Bloomberg
and company needed to push a project like Hudson Yards. 35 Playing on popular fears of
instability in the real estate market, the administration described the project as entirely “selffinancing.” It was important for the Bloomberg administration, and for the developers involved
in the rezoning, to frame this project (and others) as having a minimum of public money. This
has always been an important angle of neoliberal ideology – the state, they claim, is a hindrance
to business, even as the state subsidizes every aspect of capitalist accumulation. The “Bloomberg
Way,” was all about running the city like an efficient corporation, in service of those same
corporate interests in the city, Bloomberg’s old pals. 36 In addition, even if the city was to put up
7 billion dollars of its own money, the dogma of the Bloomberg administration could not allow
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for any understanding of the complex as part of a public initiative. 37 It was a big lie, but it was
never seriously questioned by the city’s leading newspapers or news channels. Often, it was
only the smaller city papers that wrote against these projects. 38
Doctoroff left the Bloomberg administration to become CEO of Bloomberg LP, sitting in
for Bloomberg as the mayor changed the city charter to run for a third term. Doctoroff then left
Bloomberg LP to form Sidewalk Labs, a collaboration with Alphabet, the parent company of
Google. This urbanist think-tank is, of course, now headquartered in Hudson Yards. Sidewalk
Labs also reveals how ingrained the logic of Bloomberg’s corporate city remains in the minds of
the elites. Sidewalk Labs is a tech-fetishist’s think tank. With the backing of Alphabet,
Doctoroff’s lobbying outfit produces plans and ideas for the 21st-century city. Most of it is about
how tech – “green” or otherwise – can improve the lives of city dwellers. The central idea
presented in the company’s podcasts, and in their slickly produced plans, is that their methods
represent a common-sense marriage of tech and the public sphere that transcends old political
lines. However, as Brash points out in Bloomberg’s New York, the exact opposite is true. There is
a clear political ideology at play here, one that is concerned with defending the circulation routes
of kinetic elites, not with the millions of New Yorkers stuck in an increasingly unlivable city.
Rather than having no ideology, Sidewalk Labs is, as Brash would have it, “ideological, classbased, and political.” 39
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sidewalks bordering the complex – removing bike parking and other street furniture, and outright evicting food
stands owners who have proper permits. Jake Offenhartz, “At Developer’s Urging, NYPD Cracks Down On Hudson
Yards Street Vendors,” Gothamist, May 7, 2021, https://gothamist.com/food/developers-urging-nypd-cracks-downhudson-yards-street-vendors.
38
For example, The Gotham Gazette, West Side Rag, and Gothamist, to name the few left.
39
Brash, Bloomberg’s New York, 16.
37

16

The Hudson Yards site, once it was conceived of, had to go through a public review
process – the first of which was done for the original stadium and convention center project
proposed by New York’s Olympic committee. As said earlier, local resistance to the project was
crucial in its failure – the reason which, according to Brash, was the strong union and activist
residents of the surrounding neighborhood. Brash points out that in the second coming of the
project, this time as a luxury real estate development, the fiscal crisis had helped weaken
resistance. 40 Having already pushed much of the rezoning that was necessary to “scale up” the
area, there was still the issue of financing and infrastructure issues that the city would have to
address. Bloomberg’s neoliberal method was to execute austerity in terms of the public purse in
things like parks, schools, and the MTA. The city, state, and federal governments all provided
money and financing, using complexity to hide the fact that developers have their hands in the
honeypot. Instead of having to build a stadium, Bloomberg engineered a massive infrastructure
project on the city’s dime - but left the rest to Stephen Ross and his Related Companies, and the
other major developers who have developed buildings bordering the complex to shape and define
these spaces. What is also true is that each of the buildings themselves, in Hudson Yards proper,
or of the many being built at its edges, will receive the same kinds of funding and permissions
from the city – a fact that has not changed even after Bloomberg left office 8 years ago.
Remember, the structure was planned in the Bloomberg era, but it was completed (before
Ground Zero, too), during the DeBlasio administration. At the end of the day, researchers at the
New School compiled all the data and made it clear that for all the trumpeting about Hudson
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Yards as a “self-financing” miracle building, the city alone put in $7 billion dollars into public
works for the site. 41
Stephen Ross is head of Related Companies – the leading developer of the Hudson Yards
site (and many others in the city, including the former Time Warner Center). 42 Related
Companies is also one of the leading developers of another big project of recent years – the High
Line, whose northern terminus ends at Hudson Yards. Both developments were spearheaded by
Daniel Doctoroff. The political necessity of rebuilding New York after 9/11 (and with some of
the same developers involved in the project to rebuild Ground Zero), the state and the Bloomberg
administration (not to mention the Federal government) provided billions of dollars of public
money to pad the pockets of companies like Related. All of this is perfectly legal, of course;
these companies have fed well at the trough of city and state tax breaks, incentives, and favorable
federal policies – as we will soon see. These favorable policies had been created by the
administrations of both parties at the city, state, and national level – all in tune with the new
dictates of the neoliberal turn of the early 1970s. 43 . Interestingly, as Julian Brash points out,
Bloomberg, and Ross, made their fortune because of neoliberal policies around media,
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investment, and finance. Their arc of success in New York mirrors the system they’ve helped so
much to bolster and ingrain in New York and, really, all over the world.
Ross’s Related Companies describes itself on its website as “a fully integrated,
highly diversified industry leader with expertise in virtually every aspect of development,
acquisitions, management, finance, marketing, and sales.” 44 Since its founding in 1972, it has
dominated the real estate market in New York and the United States. It not only was the driving
force behind Hudson Yards but also behind many of the most notable developments in the last 20
years or so – Time Warner Center (now the Deutsch Bank Center) at Columbus Circle, to name
just one. The Related Companies present itself as a dynamic operator in the cities where it does
business. The website boasts that Related’s properties are “inclusive, tech-forward and
sustainable, and serve as economic and creative engines for their communities.” 45
Of course, these are “communities” in which the average person could ill afford a
month’s rent, let alone a whole year’s. And as is the case in most luxury spaces in the United
States, Hudson Yards skews white in its demographics. Furthermore, the idea of community, as
are other woke-ish terms and phrases about the Hudson Yards’ and Related’s support for Black
Lives Matter, or trans rights – are empty virtue signals that serve to prop up what is, most of the
year, a cluster of unlived-in buildings. This, in a city that has been in a “housing crisis” since its
inception, does not represent a “New York for New Yorkers.” Undoubtedly, the platform (built
with taxpayer money) is a feat of engineering. It is incredible to think that this entire complex
will eventually sit on a platform suspended over the West Side railyards. However, the fact that
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this engineering marvel was built to support a mall and empty, expensive apartments is
something like building a Large Hadron Collider to manufacture new flavors of Doritos.
Related is a genuinely transnational firm. Their website boasts extensive dealings in the
Gulf States, where they build malls and luxury residences. Sheller points out how our economies
and built environment are parts of an apparatus of a fossil fuel burning culture; the relationship
of Related to the Gulf States shows how the fossil burning culture persists, despite this
developer’s “green” credentials. As we well know, there is a direct line connection fossil fuel
extraction to climate. While Hudson Yards purports to be a solution to anthropogenic climate
change, it is an elaborate mechanism to avoid the problem by insulating the kinetic elites from
the worst that climate change will bring. It serves to assuage their guilt. It does not challenge in
any way the status quo or realign with true “green” principles.
The one glaring example of this would be the one subway line that serves the Hudson
Yards. If there is anything central to a “green” future, it would, normally include an expansion of
mass transit. The city spent almost 2 billion dollars to fast-track the 7 subway line extension.
Today, the 7 is still notoriously bad. Many of the workers, meaning the service workers in the
malls and events spaces, hotels, and gym; not to mention the secretaries, executive assistants, and
interns who work there do not all live on that one line. Most cannot afford the fleet of taxis,
Ubers, and Lyfts that swarm outside the complex, and the adjacent luxury high-rises. The 7 train,
which usually runs local, can be a slow ride at rush hour. 46 Those who are not to have a one-seat
ride on the 7 train must trudge from the 8th Avenue and 34th Street station to get to Hudson
Yards. Just from my own anecdotal evidence – the frequent complaints of my aunt, who works
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for CNN, on her commute –give a personal view on the lack of foresight, if not outright
negligence. 47 This is all because the place is not designed for those people in mind.
The idea behind such complexes is not new. In 1967, on the cusp of the neoliberal turn,
the French comedian and filmmaker Jacques Tati produced Play Time, a heartfelt homage to
figures of the old Paris caught up in the glass-and-steel world of capitalist accumulation. In the
movie, the camera lingers on tourism ads of all the greatest cities in the world. In each photo, the
same building repeats, with the local monument squished aside. The suggestion then is the same
as is suggested now with spaces like Hudson Yards – the replication of consumer spaces, and
their synthesis, today, with the tech and media worlds. They all serve each other for the same
purpose: to remove all obstacles to the accumulation of wealth and to create the cultural
apparatus necessary to ensure that those ends are met. The buildings in the travel ads literally
squeeze out any difference, the old monuments to an older organization of oligarchic, monarchic,
despotic, or theocratic power squeezed out for capital.
Of course, it is doubtful that anyone standing on the Edge viewing platform looking out
at the tri-state area might be thinking about any of this. Nor will they, probably, consider the fact
that they most likely took a plane here or a cab, burning fossil fuels to get there. It won’t be
immediately evident, as the viewer perceives the scene as part of their vacation or commute, that
the building itself, though LEED-certified, still requires steel and concrete and glass, which all
47
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contribute to emissions that cause climate change. 48Furthermore, they would not consider that
the new extractive economies behind their phones, which they are using to take a picture, to put
upload to an app, whose servers use immense amounts of power, which requires energy, which
requires (most likely) the burning of more fossil fuels, or else, powered by new technologies
made with rare earths and other materials. What you see is what you know. The whole
production of the complex, from lifestyle to marketing to how you experience it physically, is
intended to hide a much more insidious apparatus behind it, or else to convince you of the
supremacy of the neoliberal order, this best of all possible worlds.
The biggest lie that we are told is that the Hudson Yards is “self-financing.” This is
despite the well-publicized seven billion dollars and counting price tag paid with public funds
and ignoring, as we will see, the harm caused elsewhere in the city. 49 Both the Related
Companies and Oxford Properties took advantage of ample tax credits, benefits, funding, and
easements, all facilitated by the city – particularly the EB-5 visa program. A program that allows
foreign investors to invest in “distressed” neighborhoods in the United States and obtain a
residence visa. 50 In truth, there is a veritable cornucopia of options for today’s real estate
developer or transnational corporation to find, build or lease a space to serve their needs. In both
cases, the city, state, and federal governments offer different scales of subsidy depending on how
big and powerful the company is. In addition, these subsidies and tax breaks (whether they are
These two studies show that almost all aspects of modern construction are huge emitters of carbon dioxide into the
atmosphere. Editorial, “Concrete Needs to Lose Its Colossal Carbon Footprint,” Nature 597, no. 7878 (September
28, 2021): 593–94, https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-021-02612-5; Edgar G. Hertwich, “Increased Carbon Footprint
of Materials Production Driven by Rise in Investments,” Nature Geoscience 14, no. 3 (March 2021): 151–55,
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-021-00690-8.
49
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the EB-5 investment program, the 421-a affordable housing ‘incentive,’ or the tax increment
financing that was used to help spur development) not only help to grease the wheels of real
estate capital’s redevelopment of New York and other cities, but it also serves an ideological
purpose – creating a mirage of independent capitalists reforming and improving the land in their
image. Nothing could be further from the truth.
Furthermore, they rely on the fact that the city government will bend over backward to
accommodate developers. Some firms in New York work hard to weaken, water down, and
ultimately tailor zoning and building codes to their particular development. In a telling testimony
on the City Council’s Committee on Zoning regarding the redevelopment of the MOMA,
RitaSue Siegel, chair of the Landmarks Committee for the 54-55 Street Block Association,
complained about one of these firms, Kramer Levin Naftalls & Frankel LLP, and a particular
partner, Michael T. Sillerman. Siegel wrote in a letter to the committee: “Over the past few
years, Sillerman has paved the way for developer after developer to make a series of
modifications so that modifications have become easier to obtain.” 51 These modifications can be
as simple as changing the heights of walls or getting an exemption to some part of the building
code. They can be, quite literally, anything - if the developer has the money to employ firms like
Kramer Levin Naftalls & Frankel LLP. Siegel is saying what many intuitively suspect:
developers, who have so much power in New York, can afford to pay people to wear down the
rules intended to keep their worst inclinations at bay. Developers in New York work
exhaustively to do what any capitalist outfit seeks to do – remove obstacles to the accumulation
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of wealth and capital. In the case of the city’s physical spaces, some of these obstacles include
the city’s oversight of buildings.
This logic is increasingly being questioned by the public. Recent revelations have shown
the Buildings Department is grossly understaffed, underfunded, and outdated. 52 A legacy of the
cost-cutting by the Bloomberg administration after the financial crisis, but also, part of the
administration’s (and the DeBlasio administration after it) deference to developers and other
corporate interests in New York City. With estimated million-plus buildings in New York, it is
no surprise that developers would exploit this weakness, quickening the erosion of protocols for
the sake of development. Incredibly, the Buildings Department even allows the developers to
self-report. This includes self-reporting to obtain temporary certificates of occupancy (in which
the Buildings and Fire Departments set the number of people permitted to inhabit or visit any
space in the city). 53 These requirements are crucial for the health and safety of people who live
and work in these buildings.
Developers also get around affordable housing requirements and zoning restrictions
(particularly regarding a building’s height) by literally wasting space with voids. 54 These voids,
ostensibly housing mechanical equipment, are used to make buildings taller, a loophole that has
made New York a favorite of architects with a taste for spindly skyscrapers. Furthermore, it
prevents these towers from providing any “affordable housing,” since it limits the number of
apartments even available for sale or rent. The Raphael Vinoly-designed 432 Park Avenue – one
Stefanos Chen, “New Supertalls Test the Limits, as the City Consults an Aging Playbook,” The New York Times,
October 1, 2021, sec. Real Estate, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/01/realestate/supertalls-safety.html.
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of the first of the so-called “supertalls” – is 25% void. 55 Literally, wasting space in a city that has
always had space at a premium. 56
Fawning media portrayals, “grassroots” support from visitors posting photos taken at
designated “selfie spots,” the complex legal and procedural legerdemain of local, state, and
federal politics: all this obscures fundamental economic and social truths of this complex.
Specifically, it hides the evident scandal that while the Hudson Yards is touted as the most
expensive self-financed development in the history of the United States, it is, in fact, one of the
most publicly subsidized ones. Not only that, the mechanisms and tools employed by Related
Companies and their enablers in the Bloomberg and then DeBlasio administrations are
antithetical to some of the stated aims of the very policies they employ. While there has been
some real examination of the funding mechanisms from Fisher and Leite of The New School,
journalist Kriston Capps, and a few others, there is very little information into the $25 billion
paraded by Related and their publicists. 57 Since all the developers involved in the site are
privately held companies, their expenditures are not a matter of public record. Essentially, this
$25 billion floating around seems to be a fiction, a fable, an urban legend. There is no way in
knowing the real sum that was spent by Related and others, and I believe it is an amount used to
make the city’s own investments look meager. As the truth around the funding and construction
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of Hudson Yards comes to light, the $25 billion number touted by the complex’s supporters will
surely be dwarfed by a figure accounting for the tax breaks, incentives, and loopholes granted the
complex – some of which will still be in use 20 years from now. 58
According to Fisher and Leite of the New School, there is even evidence that projects like
the Hudson Yards have a parasitic effect on the rest of the city – particularly from Midtown. In
short, it has poached jobs from other parts of Midtown or the city, to fill its floors. This is in
direct conflict with the stated intentions of many of the tax breaks and incentives that are
provided to “create jobs.” Hudson Yards uses a TEA (targeted employment area), which unlocks
access able to get tax incentives for “creating jobs”. Even though the jobs are the same jobs, just
moved to a different part of Manhattan Island. In addition, the other stated intention of these
targeted employment areas is that they focus on “distressed neighborhoods,” particularly
minority and economically disadvantaged ones. The irony is that the poor are being displaced, if
not exploited, for the remaking of the West Side. The effects go far beyond Midtown. As Samuel
Stein points out in Capital City, the effects are felt throughout the city – from higher rents to
longer commutes and inattention to other parts of the city’s failing infrastructure.

59

It is clear the

effects spread out far beyond the West Side. 60 Even if the recent news of the fact that Hudson
Yards has become lucrative for the city, it is always in terms that ignore almost all the other
contingencies of what should be considered a win for a city and its people.
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The city is essentially eviscerating itself for the sake of the real estate state, of whom
Related Companies is a big player. But it is also doing it for Amazon, Apple, Google, and Meta –
all of whom have offices in Hudson Yards, or else are developing their own complexes. 61 All of
which are receiving ample tax incentives and breaks, some more than what was promised to
Amazon for siting their “second headquarters” in Long Island City. 62
All corporate New York benefits from these tax breaks and incentives. And the way in
which they were rigged for the creation of Hudson Yards shows the level of permissiveness and
unaccountability that exists in the neoliberal city. Hudson Yards buildings were financed with a
federal program aimed at creating jobs in distressed neighborhoods – what the federal
government calls “targeted employment areas” (TEAs). The Yards site (and the adjacent areas
that comprise the entire site) were then able to use the EB-5 Visa program, through which
foreign capital invests in these TEAs, are then given visas for them and their families.
Essentially, once an area is designated as a “targeted employment area,” foreign investors can
procure visas with an investment in the TEA. The complex was also financed using taxincrement financing, or TIFS, and more specifically, their cousins, payments in lieu of taxes, or
PILOTS. This means, quite literally, that instead of taxes, the site pays the city a fixed amount
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for a set number of years – usually lower than the effective tax rate for other commercial or
residential developments. The list continues: the complex also uses the 421-a affordable housing
program provided by the State of New York. This program, intended to create affordable
housing, has been a boon to developers, allowing for taxes on the sales of these luxury properties
to be so low as to be laughable – so low, in fact, that a middle-class homeowner in the Bronx
pays more effective tax rates than a billionaire on Billionaires’ Row. 63 The city and state have
also poured billions into infrastructure upgrades to streets and sidewalks, a new subway station,
new parks, and cultural centers (the Shed, for example), raising money through bonds and direct
cash payments from public coffers.
Since the world financial crisis in 2008, many countries in the developed and
the developing world turned to investment visas, so-called “golden visas,” to attract capital to
their countries. These visas are “golden” because they provide perks and privileges unavailable
to most ordinary people. Golden visas require a large sum to be invested – either in property, a
commercial venture, or in some cases, in bank deposits – in exchange for a visa allowing free
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entry into the country. The
sums vary, and each country
offers different kinds of
privileges. For example, the
city-state of Singapore offers
different options, including a
family plan, in which 2.5
million Singapore dollars
(1.85 million USD) will allow
Figure 1

an investor and their family to

apply for citizenship after two years. 64 Many tax havens like the ones cited in leaks like the
Panama and the more-recent Paradise Papers [we’ve got Pandora papers now, too!] offer
investment visas. Even countries in the European Union allow people to settle if they invest in a
property or business. A cursory search shows that a whole arm of the legal industry has
dedicated itself to streamlining the process for the very rich. 65 Though not a surprise, it tells how
different the political, economic, social ecosystem is for the kinetic elites. A whole set of
different rules does apply.
In the United States, one particular investment visa is central to the story of how Hudson
Yards was financed - the E.B. 5 Investment Visa. Congress, in 1991, created the EB-5 to
encourage investment in “distressed areas” of low unemployment – designated as TEA’s
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(“targeted employment areas.”) 66 These TEAs were not defined by Congress, allowing states and
cities to define them as they saw fit. In addition, and curiously, the EB-5 visas are set at 3,200
visas a year – a fact that we will return to in a moment. One thing to keep central to the
development of the Hudson Yards site: it is in the exceptions that we see the general rule, which
means that there are a whole different set of regulations and laws, hand-picked by the real estate
industry, aided, and abetted by the local, state, or federal governments, in fudging the rules,
requirements, laws, and regulations that are supposed to govern the city. In a spectacular feat of
economic gerrymandering, Related Companies and other developers managed to secure E.B. 5
visa investment by claiming it was part of the Harlem TEA [See fig. 1]. 67 Given the 90 plus
block distance, how could one ever consider the areas as the same? And to echo Kriston Capps,
who first wrote about this for Bloomberg’s City Lab, exactly in what world is Midtown
Manhattan’s unemployment comparable to that of Central Harlem. And this isn’t some internal
document for the developers’ use – this is part of the paperwork for defining the Hudson Yards
as a “distressed” neighborhood. 68 The “targeted employment area,” went undefined when passed
by Congress in 1991. Therefore, states can pretty much define them as they see fit, or as Capps
puts it – they were only happy to help. All this does is give a veneer of propriety and legality to
a crooked deal. 69
Furthermore, according to Capps, the EB-5 was a crucial money-raising tool for the complex
and one in which the rules were bendable. The cap on the EB-5 is some 3,200 visas. However,
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this number does not include the visas issued to the original visa-holders family members (and
friends). Therefore, it can be a visa bonanza for anyone willing to shell out the millions of dollars
needed to buy an apartment around the High Line and Hudson Yards. As is shown from
scholarship elsewhere, these new “residents” do not live and work in the city, nor do they pay
taxes. These apartments remain empty for most of the year. Otherwise, they are rented to the
lesser but still wealthy visitors, who can’t afford to buy these apartments outright. The rest of the
complex serves a public function equivalent to dressing up like a king or queen for a day.
Ultimately, a frivolous visit to one of the most expensive developments on Earth.
This is hardly just to lament the misuse of the EB-5 visa program. It reflects the more
significant problems of people, time, and space at the heart of capitalism (and the fossil-burning
culture that undergirds it). The whole program also reveals the unequal system of mobility at the
center of neoliberal society – one in which there are extremes of mobility is increasingly
apparent. In addition, it seems that this program, ostensibly to create jobs, does nothing of the
sort. It is increasingly clear that these developments are almost parasitic in their relationship to
the rest of the city, merely sucking away money from other parts of Midtown or beyond. 70
For those elites who have no need for a visa, there is still the possibility of buying a pied-aterre in the sky. This tax incentive has been used prodigiously at Hudson Yards – and has had a
parasitic effect on the rest of Manhattan. 71 The apartments for sale at Hudson Yards (average
price about 5 million) serve as a place for elites to stash their cash. Here, the developers’ profits
are padded by the tax breaks on the sale of the apartments themselves, and the new owners are
spared tax or pay meager property taxes – in some cases paying less than a homeowner in the
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outer boroughs. 72 Not only does this undermine the city’s tax base – as outlined by Stein and
others – it also has the effect of creating ghost towns in the middle of Manhattan. 73
Not only has the city and state poured billions of dollars into this complex, but it will also be
on the hook for billions more if the complex were to fail. 74 Though it’s the “most expensive
private development in U.S. history” why is the public on the hook, again? Fittingly, everything
is set up for the city government to take the blame if things did go wrong. The way that the city’s
PILOT program operates, if the Hudson Yards does not achieve certain levels of calculated tax
on its revenues, it does not have to pay the city the normal property and commercial taxes it
would owe. As discussed earlier, given that the aims of tax increment financing (and Hudson
Yards is the country’s largest tax increment financing.)
As Fisher and Leite point out, TIFS and PILOTS are all intended to encourage
investment in an area and to improve land values. It also, as always, implies that these sites,
where the private developer is in control, are entirely “self-financing.” Instead, with the city
providing 2.2 billion dollars in tax incentives alone, find that claim to be extremely misleading.
Furthermore, these TIFs are created to raise land value to supposedly bring in more property
taxes. If the city is then giving the money back in some ways to developers, it does not seem like
a healthy relationship. In addition, the form of tax increment financing being used at Hudson
Yards – PILOT (payments in lieu of taxes), sets a figure for the developer to pay if the
development arrives at certain revenue criteria. The deal itself is structured so that the developers
pay at their own discretion, not for contractual reasons. 75
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One might say that this reflects the gross negligence of the powers that be. However, it can
hardly be called negligence when elected officials seem most eager to bend the rules and
expedite the process. It isn’t only on the local level - encouragement and help come from the
state and federal government, regardless of party. The workings of these incentives and breaks
are confusing on purpose. In fact, trying to untangle them often makes it more confusing,
because they work together – redundancies to guard rail capitalist investment in New York City.
To echo the testimony at a City Council hearing from 13 years ago, “the developers make a
series of modifications so that modifications have become easier to obtain.” 76 This is true for the
easements and permissions for construction, and it is true about a great many other things in New
York City. This past fall, news that cutbacks at the Buildings Department have forced the
department to rely on owners to self-report any problems or issues reveal how the public sphere
has succumbed to de facto private control. This new custom is one that is made use of by the
developers of the ‘supertalls’ on Billionaires’ Row on 57th Street, and luxury developments
throughout the city. 77 And as noted earlier – developers have even modified the map and the
proper geography of the city, uniting the Far West Side and Harlem, to obtain public funds to
underwrite these developments. Developers, and not only developers, but all forms of capitalist
enterprises have amassed enough power to bend the city, state, and federal governments to their
will.
All this hidden behind a gleaming façade, the glinting modernity of neoliberal public
spaces. The space seems inevitable, a product of history. Lefebvre called this an illusion of the
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“unbroken continuity of houses, buildings, and cities.” To paraphrase Ellen Meiksins-Wood, it is
that capitalism is very adept to make every new turn in accumulation as inevitable as the last.
These sites, once built, are part of a propaganda campaign. Its aim is to convince every person
that, like all monuments created by the hegemon, that their power and supremacy are as natural
as the sunrise. A fundamental blind spot – not only of support of the status quo but even its
criticism. 78 If we all accept, at some level, that this space is the “future,” we continue to accept
the entire apparatus that is required to maintain it – even though the building is not in some
future but exists today.
One favorite argument of Ross, Doctoroff, and others in support of projects like these is
that they create public amenities for the city’s citizens. However, as we have seen, all the ways in
which the project is financed, who it is aimed for, and most importantly, who can afford to go
there in the first place, shows that the idea of community touted loudly on Related’s, or Hudson
Yards’ homepages and advertisements is a narrow one. In fact, the small amount I’ve been able
to examine, alone, shows exactly who this community is – the kinetic elites. It is evident in the
areas of cultural and social production, as it is to the political economy of New York. And what’s
worse, it is, in the end, a parasitic entity hollowing out its host.
It is hard to distinguish what comes first in this tale. The constant interfacing between the
“culture” and its physical manifestations blurs the lines. There are actors, like Doctoroff and
Ross, who are crucial in asserting the will of the hegemon. But then, isn’t it just in the air. They
are acting within a paradigm that dictates behaviors down to the most minuscule. This is shown
even through how the algorithm, neoliberalism’s Platonic truth, is riddled with the bias and
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prejudices of its programmers, it is not a stretch to think that we are machine learning neoliberal
capitalist thinking. 79 The results of capitalism’s experiment with the biosphere are even found at
the cellular level. 80 This isn’t a conspiracy, exactly. It’s more like an environmental fact.
Saturate any place with neoliberal political-economic reasoning and you will see similar
outcomes repeat. It is fungal in this way: a series of individual expressions of a single organism,
each part unified even as they follow their own trajectories, grow their own curves and gills.
Therefore, it isn’t surprising that an Ivy-league educated ex-Lehman Brothers high financier,
cum deputy mayor to the tech-urbanist guru or his billionaire partner in crime, would concoct
and then be allowed to create such an atrocity. The Hudson Yards reflects the needs of their class
but with little regard for anything else. And yet, almost no criticism from the press, who are most
likely, like The New York Times, doing the same real estate game as everyone else. 81
In effect, it reveals a system in which capital, and those who control it, have already
circumvented the world’s borders. And in a world in which the people are divided amongst
disparate nation-states, it makes the ability of capital, and those who control it, to circumvent any
tangible form of oversight or public control.
What is particularly obnoxious is how disingenuous the arguments laid out by Daniel
Doctoroff, Stephen Ross, and others are about the real effects of a project like Hudson Yards.
Our cities are geared more and more to serving the interests of this kinetic elite, to the detriment
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of the planet, and those groups excluded entirely – the refugee, the migrant, the immigrant, the
poor, and so on. And the underlying issues of inequality are on parade right at the front doors of
the complex between 10th and 11th Avenues.
It is not hard to find how, either. Buffered by food halls, international luxury consumer
goods, tripled paned glass, and a high wall on 10th Avenue, the mass of human suffering on
parade any day of the week under the overpass to Porth Authority at 10th and 42nd testifies that
not all is right with this system. And with plans to extend the High Line all the way to Penn
Station itself, it will create an elite superhighway to and from Hudson Yards – it will be
unnecessary to even see the misery in the old city.
In a strange sense, this echoes the kinds of buildings under scrutiny in Mike Davis’s City
of Quartz. The extension of the High Line, like the bridge over a moat, only reinforces the sense
that these new complexes are, in fact, citadels. Though, unlike Davis, I believe that there is
permeability and flexibility to the Hudson Yards that hide the “fortress” aspect, particularly the
way it interfaces with the High Line. However, even here, the High Line is reminiscent of a
bridge over a moat, or more importantly, like a walk through the gardens at Versailles or the
British Museum. 82 Eventually, if the city and state have their way, throngs of tourists will be able
to make their way through a huge swath of New York City without ever seeing another New
Yorker. They will be able to ignore the stark misery on display around Pennsylvania Station, or
Port Authority. Nor will they, really, need to compare their own comfortable lives with New
Yorkers, or any other person on earth for that matter. The entire media environment gears us to
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numb ourselves from reality. But even here, the distinction between “reality” and “online blurs.
People discuss what they watch on Netflix, Amazon Prime, Apple+, Disney+, Discovery+; and
so on and so forth. The lives of migrants drowning in seas or dying of thirst in deserts are not
even in the field of vision. All these new streaming sites, recreate the older, physical capitalist
dreamworlds. With Meta’s plans for a “Meta-verse,” are we also not witnessing, in real time, the
even shorter shelf life that the lifestyle commodity, the Hudson Yards, has? It is almost as if
capital is about to go nova, a novel fusion reaction of metaphysical accumulation.
In Architecture and Utopia (1973), Marxist architecture critic Manfredo Tafuri
demonstrates that the focus on building aesthetics is but a diversion from the profound lack of
substance, or truth, in the spatialities of capitalism. 83 Aesthetics, in this case, serve as a source of
conversation and debate over things that, unfortunately, serve no social purpose other than the
reinforcing of political and cultural hegemony. When news media or the architectural press
criticize the structure, in articles such as those by Michael Kimmelman of The New York Times
or Alexandra Schwartz of the New Yorker, the focus is exclusively on the aesthetics of the
building. 84 This is beside the point. Discussion of “sound planning,” or “good design” must ask
what it is this sound planning or good design being employed to do? What is it in service of? The
bollards that protect most of the new (and older) public spaces are well designed – but what do
they tell you of the police or a society’s idea of security. And while they are reasonable
responses to a credible threat, the question “why is there a threat in the first place,” never gets a
credible answer.
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Tafuri also argues that in the spatial conception of the capitalist city, the object subsumed
for a system – it is no longer a question of just one building. The question of the spatialities of
capitalism becomes more about an ecosystem of lifestyles than about any individual building.85
When asked by architectural critic Michael Kimmelman about his intentions around the Hudson
Yards and the High Line, Stephen Ross states, “We are creating a new way of life.” 86 Stephen
Ross’s aims reflect those of the Bloomberg administration – ones that Michael Bloomberg
himself has also consistently expressed. 87 In a city led by a billionaire, for billionaires, the
Hudson Yards is the crowning jewel of Bloomberg’s neoliberal vision of New York.
It is a vision that is clearly present on television, like in HBO’s The Flight Attendant; or
else, propagated by corporate news and infotainment companies. It is a vision in service of the
transnational capitalist class, the kinetic elites. A vision for a new form of production and
accumulation geared around an entire “lifestyle” or “lifestyles;” defined by a new hybrid capital.

Part II
“We are creating a new way of life.”
Stephen Ross, CEO, Related Companies, 2019
But the public was not educated or aroused, because the only medium through which it could be
educated or aroused – the press – to get the facts…but the press made no move to get them.
Robert Caro, The Power Broker (1975).
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Wealthy people insulating themselves from the reality of urban life is nothing new; we
can look back at, say, the New York of Henry James’s Washington Square to see that, in some
sense, dream worlds have been the domain of the bourgeoisie since the nineteenth century.
Ross’s claim that he is “creating a new way of life” is silly when put in any kind of historical
context. Ross also clarifies that collecting name-brand architects like Calatrava and Foster, is
almost like collecting an area of the city remade for the pleasure of the kinetic elite and tourists. 88
What he calls a museum of architecture seems like a mortuary for the idea of public space. While
we assume the place is for the public, it is only, in fact, meant for a select few – though the
public can join in from time to time, amplifying the cultural power of the elite as they post
pictures of this fantasy complex. Despite the empowerment literature in the weekly emails or the
technocratic babble Sidewalk Labs spouts about “improving city life,” this space is not for
everybody. Ross makes clear that it is a luxury development, an enclosed space like a museum:
not a place open to the city in its entirety. 89
When Walter Benjamin was writing about the arcades of early and mid-19th century
Paris, he was sketching the first prototype of a capitalist consumer dream world. By the 1920s
and 30s, when he was writing Arcades Project, the “arcade,” had become the department store,
which would reach its zenith of importance in the spatialities of capitalism – until the mall or
shopping center. Benjamin argues that these spaces are dreamworlds for consumers, places in
which the luxury goods and trinkets, and the means and manner of their production are cleverly
hidden. Each decade that passed, the ways in which capitalism remade spatialities to turn a
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profit, changing, as needed, to the nature of that particular capitalist endeavor. It is easy to see
the connection between the early arcades and the Hudson Yards. They are a continuation of the
same logic of accumulation, though in ways that pale in comparison to the arcades, the
department store, or even the mall. Hudson Yards represents the newest “international style …
part of the lived experience of a worldwide, metropolitan generation.” 90
Benjamin also understood that it is not only what’s inside these spaces that is important,
but the spaces themselves hide or show the power of the hegemon. This is evident at Hudson
Yards, a project that is supposed to anchor the hegemonic power of all kinds of capital. And
while Stein’s real estate along with finance and investment capital have long worked together to
remake New York, there has always been another important factor in the making of the city – the
media. And as 50 years of deregulation and government apathy towards the consolidation of
media – but also, tech, finance, banking, etc. – we see hybridity occurring – one in which
monopoly has turned into a corporate lifestyle and aesthetic ecosystems. We are no longer just
watching tv, but living in worlds that define our taste, style, friendships, our whole point of view.
These worlds create a reality, but it is a mirage that hides wholesale the apparatus of
fossil fuel extraction and use. This could not be done without the heavy lifting of the “media,” of
all kinds. It is even more potent because the reinforcement of neoliberal ideology happens on an
individual level, with social media like Instagram or Twitter, and on a scale – like whole
complexes and consumer spectacle. In a new phase of capitalist accumulation, we are seeing a
hybrid capital – one in which finance, investment, real estate, tech, and the medias all overlap,
and in some cases, crossover. Furthermore, the consolidated media environment leaves little
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room for real criticism or real reporting. Even if there is criticism, it is rarely outside the bounds
of the class and corporate dictates of the owners of media. And in a country in which most
people get their news from a handful of corporate-owned sources, only one true perspective is
being shown to the citizens of this country – and throughout the world. 91 In a world in which
CNN is housed in the most expensive private development on Earth, is it expected that it would
start throwing rocks inside? And if its owners, executives, its star anchors are also living, perhaps
not Hudson Yards, but in luxury developments throughout the city, exactly what point of view
do they have?
Thankfully, we get to have a peek at this world, and what it looks like from the vantage
point of the kinetic elites. The HBO show The Flight Attendant (2020), uses the spaces of the
kinetic elites as a backdrop for a story that only superficially criticizes but ultimately justifies the
logics of the neoliberal hegemony. Indeed, The Flight Attendant romanticizes the neoliberal
urban reality. Luxury commodity fetishism is the real star of the show. Importantly, Hudson
Yards serves as a backdrop to the show, and its cameo speaks volumes to the thinking behind
these new urban spaces. It also frames the arguments made by Sheller, Stein, and others, that
have been central to the arguments behind this discussion. The Flight Attendant serves to
illuminate not only the spaces specific to New York but also the wider world – showing how
these spaces for the kinetic elites are everywhere because the kinetic elites are everywhere.
The Flight Attendant is the sort of classic sexy thriller that Hollywood excels at creating.
Filmed on location in New York, Rome, Bangkok, and elsewhere, the show’s whole premise
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centers on movement between and through cities. Centered on Cassie (played by Kaley Cuoco),
a flight attendant for a fictional international airline, and the increasingly dark world she
inadvertently stumbles into after her one-night stand, Alex Sokolov (Michael Huisman), is
murdered in their bed. Seemingly because of how much they are shown to be drinking that night,
Cassie sleeps through the murder and only realizes it happens a few (long) minutes after she’s
woken up. What ensues is her discovering that Alex the hedge fund manager was involved in a
dark murky world of international arms trading and drug running.
The show lightly critiques Cassie’s world, although it focuses more on the dark
underbelly of criminals and black marketeers. The spaces that show uses, like the Hudson Yards,
are instead quietly celebrated as fabulous, gorgeous, romantic places. The patina of criminality of
the rich of the Global North comes with the flavors of the Global South. Caro’s remark about the
press loving “uncomplicated stories,” also applies to the entertainment side of media. It is of no
surprise that in The Flight Attendant, the complexities of the transfer of public money and lands
into private enclosures for accumulation and recreation is too complicated a story to tell. Instead,
one in which guns and drugs are the bad things, creates a neat story, in black and white. The
“social relations of class” remain “fundamentally unassailed.” 92 The borders, for a moment, are
reasserted to distinguish the good from the bad.
Indeed, given the show’s Pandemic-era release, one could find countless articles in
mainstream media written about The Flight Attendant’s shooting locations. In a strange parallel,
the fawning press coverage on the offices and apartments of real people is then again reiterated
through a work of fiction. The locations in New York do much of the same, whether living in

92

Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project, 105.

42

Hudson Yards or other, similar luxury complexes, the apartments inhabited by these characters
are unaffordable for most New Yorkers. 93
The first few minutes set the tone of the show. Set to a bubbly beat, we are introduced to
Cassie in a montage that shows her working and partying all over the world. It is an exuberant
and fast-paced montage, underlying the centrality to speed in the logistical assemblages of
capitalism. We meet Alex very soon after, in first class on a flight from New York to Bangkok.
The instant Cassie and Alex lock eyes, the attraction is instant; and in a cliché, hook up in the
bathroom before they are interrupted. Against her better judgment, Cassie accepts Alex’s
invitation for a night on the town in Bangkok. The ensuing scene of their night out encapsulates
quite well the ideas about the kinetic elites and the transnational capitalist class.
The night on the town that he shares with Cassie is one in which the sights and sounds of
Bangkok are on display (to them, and us, as viewers). A montage of famous landmarks and
popular destinations of the city is interspliced with Alex and Cassie flirting and drinking. The
exotic locale fuels their passion. In one part of the montage, where Cassie and Alex walk and
talk through a night market, we see two Westerners, unnamed local delicacies in hand, centered
on the screen, surrounded by the night market and the silent Thai vendors. They are not
important and serve only as a little bit of interest to the striking Western couple. Bangkok is only
in the periphery of their gaze (and ours). Like their forbears in 19th century Paris and its arcades,
these new elites stroll through the cities of the world as if it they were their own. Furthermore,
Even Cassie’s apartment seems strangely large for someone who, according to industry data, most likely makes
only $72,000 a year. And that is if Cassie has worked long enough and accrued enough seniority. In fact, most likely
given her age, she’s probably making closer to $50,000 a year. Not only that, but all the consumer goods on display
(particularly Cassie’s wardrobe), make it hard to believe that she could afford those clothes and that apartment.
Hollywood has always stretched the imagination of what is possible in a New York apartment, but in this case, I
think that the opulence and commodity and lifestyle fetishism that is central to the show is what is the main-driver of
the choices made about Cassie’s character. “International Flight Attendant Salary,” Comparably, accessed January 9,
2022, https://www.comparably.com/salaries/salaries-for-developer.
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while the market is clearly one in which the “locals” are present, it is in the other spaces,
particularly in the hotel and in Alex’s apartment that we see the topographies of mobility, class
inequality and neoliberal urban spatialities intersecting.
The hotel is the first inkling that there is something universal about the spaces that Alex
Sokolov inhabits and moves through. The hotel is clearly opulent and done in the international
mid-century style that is employed all over the world, including Hudson Yards. And while there
is “Thai flair” to the hotel, it is only to give some notion of difference. 94 It is a small example of
how spaces like hotels in the “international style,” a characteristic of these consumer spaces first
seen in the Paris arcade. 95 Furthermore, just about all the places – the exception being the night
market -we are shown in Bangkok are in this style. In some ways they are untethered to the place
they are in, serving a clientele that is not, necessarily, Thais. There is a language here, of power
and money, that allows the kinetic elite to feel at home wherever they are.
We learn from the Bangkok scene that Alex is not a metaphor for capitalism, but a literal
transnational capitalist – a hedge fund manager who does business all over the world. And we
get an even better glimpse of Alex’s Bangkok hotel room when he and Cassie drunkenly stumble
back for a night of passion. Unfortunately, Cassie, having passed out in a drunken stupor, wakes
up the next day to see Alex, dead, with his throat slit in the bed. 96 The rest of the show is
centered on Cassie clearing her name and finding out what happened. Unwittingly, she stumbles
into the dark underbelly of international arms dealing and the drug trade – Alex was not just a
humble hedge fund manager after all.

Jennifer Kester, “A Bangkok Hotel Lands a Cameo In ‘The Flight Attendant,’” Forbes, December 17, 2020,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbestravelguide/2020/12/17/a-bangkok-hotel-lands-a-cameo-in-the-flight-attendant/.
95
Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project, 39.
96
Episode 1, “In Case of Emergency.” from “The Flight Attendant,” Season One (HBO Max, 2020).
94

44

Huisman’s Alex is a particularly strong representation of the kinetic elite as described by
Sheller. In fact, she defines the kinetic elite as “male, often upper-middle class, often white.” 97
He is also representative of Brash’s transnational capitalist class, though in the show his
entrepreneurial tendencies verge on the criminal worlds of guns and drugs. This is the main
criticism of the show – that for all the glitz and glamour, a dark underbelly of crime undergirds
Alex’s lifestyle. And while Huisman’s character is murdered, in Bangkok, next to a sleeping
Cassie, it is the connection of the crime, with the exotic locale, that relates the criminality to the
Global South, and not the Global North. The murder, of course, could only happen in a “wild”
place like Bangkok. It is more egregious (a violation) because where it happens – in a luxury
hotel – a place thought safe from the rabble of the Global South.
Sheller argues that this mobility is not only in terms of jetting around to world capitals
with the ease in which a person can walk down their block. But in many ways, the whole set of
mechanisms are in place in which to ease his movement in any situation. As discussed in Part I,
kinetic elites just like Alex can procure a golden visa in many countries, including Thailand. 98
The same kind of visa program that helped funds and builds where Alex’s New York apartment
is – Hudson Yards. But as we are seeing, it is not only about ease of movement through spaces,
but it is the space itself that is also important. The Bangkok hotel is analogous to the New York
apartment because it is designed to make wealth and power easily translatable across the globe.
This aesthetic elision emphasizes Alex’s ability to move with ease through elite spaces across the
planet—something that is portrayed as smooth and desirable.
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As for Cuoco’s character Cassie, she is a slightly less privileged character. Her ability to
move is conditional, linked to her employment at an international airline. In popular culture,
working for an airline is often cast as both glamorous and liberating, especially for women. But,
The Flight Attendant, does well to point out the physical and psychological limits of Cassie’s line
of work. Though she visits many cities and manages to make friends, her engagement with these
places is, of course, superficial. In most cases, like a sailor of yore, her connections at these
different ports of call are to male lovers, whom she meets in bars and restaurants. They, too,
work for the kinetic elites, in service to the same economic forces as Cassie.
Cassie, then, too, is a kinetic elite – of the service industry. She moves around and easily
through many spaces. As an employee at an international airline, she moves through time and
space for work. She can cross many borders and can get a shortcut through the security lines. In
fact, her movements throughout the show exhibit an almost magical quality. In many episodes
she whisks from her apartment to JFK (on the subway, no less) breaking the laws of physics; or
else moves through New York and the world, with no sense of anything being in her way. In
fact, her movements seem almost like temporal shortcuts, as if she has found a wormhole in the
subway and can just appear in any place, at any time.
Cassie also employs what Sheller calls the “white ease of movement.” We see this in two
instances. In the first, Cassie sneaks into Alex’s wake at his parents’ house somewhere in the
New York suburbs, and in the second, Cassie impersonates Alex’s sister to get into his eyewateringly expensive Hudson Yards apartment. 99 Of course, there is no commentary in the show
about it, it is mostly a display of Cassie’s quick thinking. Yet, she clearly capitalizes on her
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whiteness and her carefully manicured aesthetic to access these spaces. 100 Alex, especially in the
scenes in which he walks through Bangkok, also exemplifies the “white ease of movement.” 101 In
the framing of the shots in Bangkok at the center of the market, to his place in the mobility
regimes that allow ease of movement and the privileges that come with it. Alex is not interested
in the world, per se, but exhibits the “detachment and distinction from the crowd rather than
empathy with aspects of it.” 102 Not only that but increasingly in spaces in which he can observe
the city – the world - from the comfort of his familiar interiors. 103
The show’s criticism of the “lifestyle” of the wealthy hangs on the criminal underworld that rears
its head into these highly polished, controlled spaces.
Most importantly, it is through Cassie’s manipulations that we get a peek at Alex’s New
York apartment. Cassie, impersonating Alex’s sister, manages to get into Alex’s apartment. The
story is unimportant here, but the apartment gives some visual detail to the life of the kinetic
elites, and the transience of the “residents” of many of the luxury buildings in New York. The
apartment, frankly, looks unlived-in. In some ways, it can remind you of a museum. There are
clearly objects of great value, but they seem to be there just because. The clean lines and
uncluttered apartment make the apartment look huge (it is huge), the commanding views of
greater New York make it clear that you (who are in the apartment looking out) are not just “an
elite,” but the elite.
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If you could join Cassie in that apartment, you could probably rub your finger on the
surface and pick up a layer of dust. It is not lived in, like a home of a person who only has one
place to be. It is, strangely, almost analogous to the Bangkok hotel room – although there are
some, but not many, personal items. It could be construed that Alex is a minimalist, which is a
trend among the hedge fund managers and tech bros that inhabit these spaces. However, perhaps
one could argue that he has so many homes, he just does not have enough to fill them all? But,
really, at issue here is how these spaces, a world apart can look so similar. And, it is not just the
one time. Alex, though dead, reappears as a ghost or conscience to Cassie, and in those visions,
they are almost always in the hotel room where he died. In each instance this happens, it is (for a
few moments or more) not entirely clear where they are in the world.
Rosie Perez’s character, the only person of color in a leading role in the show, is also a
criminal – and Cassie’s boss. Interestingly, Perez’s character is in many ways, shown to be
obsessed with Cassie. Even describing themselves as best friends, a remark that Cassie herself
finds to be questionable. In fact, the show makes clear that as Cassie obsesses over the death of
Alex (and to figure out a way not to be blamed for it), that she cares not a bit about Perez or her
struggles. This is perhaps the strongest critique in the show – about white narcissism, however, it
is played off more because of Cassie’s substance abuse, and not because of social conditioning
that puts the needs of white people (emotional, or otherwise) ahead of everyone else.
Furthermore, Perez is the only character shown to be breaking the law. While Cassie
literally breaks into Alex’s Hudson Yards apartment, it is shown as charming and innocuous. She
exploits what Sheller calls the “white ease of movement.” Perez is shown to have a family that is
struggling with debt and other valid “middle class” complaints. Ironically, her life in the suburbs,
and her white husband, should indicate that she has “made it.” But there is something wrong, and
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her motives remain something of a mystery, she is driven more out of desperation than greed. It
is not an unsympathetic portrayal, given Perez’s charisma as a performer, but at the same time, it
smacks of hypocrisy in the sense that the economic imperatives of her criminality are different
from that of the kinetic elites embodied by Huisman’s Alex. Although, ultimately still criminal.
But the larger economic question of why the struggle for the “lifestyle” in Perez’s character is
not linked to the spatial existence of Hudson Yards or the hotel in Bangkok. The larger issues are
left unspoken and untouched. The world itself is fine, it is these individuals that are the bad
actors.
In another way, Perez’s character illuminates another aspect of transnational capital, the
aspect that things like the Pandora or Panama Papers also fail to draw out. This is the very keen
fact that while capital and the kinetic elites move through the world as if they were part of one
planet, the servicing of nationalism is in the interest of transnational corporations as long as it
does not interfere with their activities. Perez’s character is a criminal because her industrial
espionage is for a foreign government. It creates the perception that the airline she herself works
for, or anything else interpreted as “American,” or “Western,” is innocuous by comparison.
However, the truth of the matter is that given the extent to which even nations’ borders are, for a
price, removed – either through free trade negotiations or EB-5 visas – it puts into doubt that
nations really matter anymore.
Alex and Cassie’s characters show how mobility keeps capital and the neoliberal logics
of the twenty-first century West circulating around the globe. Of course, there is much more to
even this frame of analysis than can be provided by Sheller’s mobile ontology. It is important
because it can be the center of a critical analysis that goes beyond just the representations on a
show made for mass entertainment. As said earlier, the seedier side of Huisman’s character is
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one linked to crime. So, the most criminal aspect of these places and spaces is an attachment to
the classic “criminal” enterprises of the Global South – guns and drugs. The other side, the
respectable criminality employed in the building and then the cultural production to justify the
existence of spaces like this, is never up for discussion.
Central to Benjamin’s discussion of Paris’ arcades, and spaces of consumption, was the
flâneur. The flâneur, encapsulated in the life and poetry of Rimbaud – who used the term for
himself – was at once a casual observer and central performer of the spaces of consumption in
the 19th century. 104 And while this work still speaks today, of moving through time and space and
observing it firsthand, there is a different sort of flânerie occurring in the world of the kinetic
elites. In fact, Benjamin warns that flânerie is a double-edged sword – it can reveal the capitalist
dreamworld by examining its facades, but at the same time, become itself the means in which the
hegemonic logic of the economic imperatives of capitalism become embodied and advertised. 105
Ultimately, the work of these consumer dreamworlds is one of voyeurism – one in which the city
is observed in a full incubated consumer dreamworld. 106 The space, then, becomes a harbor for
the kinetic elites, while they may move from place to place, these spaces are made to repeat,
forever, the same spatial logistics in every city in the world. The flâneur walks through spaces
specifically defined for him. From the arcade to the department store, to living, quite literally, in
a mall. The kinetic elites do not seek the unknown or engage with the city he or she lives in;
instead, they live in curated worlds. Worlds that look the same wherever they go in cities remade
for them and their leisure time.
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There are problems with classifying Alex as a classic flâneur. While he moves through
spaces and cities and countries with relative ease, he never stays for very long anywhere to get to
know it. And while he certainly does move through the world, all the spaces he does move
through are all the same. What is there to see if all the spaces are made for him and his class?
What new truths are there to be discovered in the spaces that, despite local differences, seem to
repeat the same lifestyle aesthetic enshrined in Hudson Yards and other places of elite privilege?
As Sheller argues, and The Flight Attendant illustrates, an entirely different environment
exists for the kinetic elites. And while different from what most of us experience in our everyday
lives, it is the uniformity of these spaces that are unparalleled. An environment manufactured and
copied for redeployment in major cities (and resort towns) all over the world. So, while it may
seem that the kinetic elites embodied by Huisman’s Alex are seemingly worldly and
cosmopolitan, they inhabit an incubated world. As Parsons argues, “the perspective of the man of
leisure...his viewpoint of the city is one of comfort from the familiarity of the ‘interior’.” 107 The
interior spaces at Hudson Yards and at the Bangkok hotel in The Flight Attendant, attest to this.
What is important to understand is that the kinetic elites do not have to be rich,
themselves, although they do have to be people who can easily rub elbows with the rich and can
pass through these spaces with the tools that were developed for the wealthy. It is a nuanced
idea. The relatively free movement of the citizens of the Global North, in terms of visa-free
travel or even affording a plane ticket in the first place (or to buy a car), makes them (us), though
to a lesser extent, a part of the kinetic elites. Especially in comparison to migrants crossing the
Mediterranean or crossing the desert in the Southwest United States. From relative free
movement to movements that are increasingly criminalized – for reasons of race, gender, class,
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immigration status, and sexuality. And while the kinetic elites use more resources, burn more
carbon, and the like, the Global North is more responsible for the effects of carbon emissions
than the Global South.
Of course, The Flight Attendant is silent on all of this. But it reveals an important aspect
of the 21st-century neoliberal economic order – one in which accumulation and the profit motive
have managed to commodify “lifestyle” beyond its older connotations. In fact, what we are
seeing are whole consumer ecosystems being created. What is dangerous, however, is that if
every person on Earth would live like the kinetic elites, Earth’s resources would have been
exhausted long ago. But, of course, the lifestyle of the kinetic elites is to be envied, fetishized.
And in that fetishization, a justification for the creation of places like Hudson Yards. Even as we
learn that Alex is a deeply compromised person, it is due to his family and his own involvement
in illicit criminal activity. It is not because of wealth inequality and uneven mobilities.
The truth remains that the economic inequalities are also political ones. It is clear that the
nation-state is subservient to transnational capital. And in places like Hudson Yards, we are
seeing in some ways, and forgive the use of the analogy, the way an unchecked virus can mutate
and variate. Hybrid forms of monopoly, ecosystems of accumulation and consumption, of which
we are all, in one way or another, caught up.
Furthermore, to understand the world one of movement and connection is also to move
through different scales of time and space. Those spatialities that are at once “fixed capital
embedded in place,” as described by Harvey, are also like a node in a mesh network, connected
to other places, and moving up and down between scales. Capital moves between solid, liquid,
and even gaseous states depending on its necessities. Furthermore, the places themselves become
part of the cultural production of capital, reproducing and telegraphing meanings to the visitor or
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viewer. In fact, the aesthetic of The Flight Attendant, does just that, by creating a world in which
these relationships are cleverly hidden, and employing actual physical spaces like Hudson Yards
in the work.
Many ideas that our society holds are being telegraphed through the show – tacitly or, for
lack of a better word, subconsciously. And it would suit any criticism of media consolidation and
power, and a Gramscian understanding of how ideology is expressed through cultural
production. And yet, a divide remains in our understanding of the “media” today that is
important to this discussion of Hudson Yards, and of the larger forces at work in our society.
From the perspective of the kinetic elites who use the space, Hudson Yards is transient
and homogenous. Like the arcade, the mall, and downtown redevelopment in previous eras,
Hudson Yards creates a world for the pleasure of elites where working people and people of
color are pawns. In The Flight Attendant, we see the world of the kinetic elites: how they move
themselves and their money through networks of international. We have seen the examination of
what Stein calls the rise of the real estate state and its effect on the spatial development and
planning of New York. 108 On Tenth Avenue on the West Side of Manhattan, we see a nexus of
the forces at work in our world – real estate and investment capital, tech and social media capital,
and the news and entertainment capital.
For one, media companies are increasingly owned by fewer and fewer players. But also,
that there is a clear blurring of edges in terms of ownership in general, and in the ideas at work
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behind what is increasingly dubbed news/entertainment or the information economy. Given that
the hegemonic forces at work in a show like The Flight Attendant are easily pointed out, it is not
so clear in terms of the “other side” – the news, or the press – that are also doing the legwork.
What is clear from our discussion in Part I is that Hudson Yards was built with the help of a
compliant press. A press who, as Caro points out, has always preferred simple, easy-to-sell
stories, but of which, in a media environment dictated by Wall Street, has honed down news to
140 characters.
The distinction between the “medias” is a false one, including social media. In fact,
Hudson Yards reflects the larger, and already much fretted upon in the press, of Big Tech’s
entrée into cultural production (though it is hard to avoid the clear argument that as of the makers
of the hardware and software that powers this age, their machines are a cultural product as any
work of art, movie, tv-show, radio broadcast, Instagram post). In fact, the whole media
environment, and the work of capital itself has moved to the ether. But to focus on this
distinction is important, because there is no distinction anymore, really, between the world’s
largest transnational corporations. And their aim is to create a new way of life where we do not
inhabit nations or even cities, but lifestyles and digital environments. A world in which, perhaps
eventually, nationalism will be replaced by allegiance to the corporation – whichever you think
aligns with your worldview and your aesthetic tastes.
There is compelling evidence, at least in the United States, that media consolidation has
not been a one-way street. In many ways, it swings between consolidation and deconsolidation –
dependent on the market and what shareholders (or the private owners, like the Murdoch empire)
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want. 109 However, the question of ownership is interesting – it is the fact that the media, given
that a majority of the “media,” with some exceptions, like News Corporation (owned by the
Murdoch family, are stock market-traded corporations. In some ways, given the advancement of
deregulation throughout the media (and, as argued earlier, even in the construction and
development, with self-reported building inspections and wild loopholes), the ways in which
ownership is convoluted is important to keep in mind. And while it is true that there might be
competition, it is a game with a few big players – who, given the huge market capitalization of
not just the media juggernauts like Disney, Discovery/Time Warner, Comcast, etc. – also have
their hands in the pot, investing in “upstarts” like Vice, The Huffington Post or Politico. 110
Furthermore, with entrants like Apple, Amazon, and Google into the world of infotainment, and
in the world of urban real estate development, and the entrance of financial and investment firms
into the real estate market and in the news business – we are seeing something completely new.
In the unregulated neoliberal market (and unregulated does not mean that there is no government
input, as we have seen), we are seeing new variants of an old institution – the monopoly.
It is not that these monopolies exist in one “industry”. In fact, “the media,” is often
separated and individualized – there is the “news” media, the entertainment industry, social
media, broadcast media, streaming media, lifestyle media. First, one must ask why the
difference, they are all “media,” as they are a mediator and a medium of expression. Second,
they are not owned “separately,” but often under the umbrella of a larger corporation. For
example, HBO is its “own” network but is owned by Time Warner, owned by AT&T. Ironically,
AT&T, having already acquired both Time Warner and the Discovery brand (HGTV, Oprah’s
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OWN network, Discovery Channel, etc.), is now spinning them off to create a new company Discovery +. The “media,” is incorrectly understood as different because of the medium (radio,
television, film, books, art, etc.) not in terms of overall ownership. 111
Even more alarming is what is happening at the local level. The consolidation of the
newspaper industry is staggering to consider. And it seems to be becoming worse. Venture
capitalist firms, hedge funds have expanded not only into real estate, but are also buying up local
newspapers, radio stations, and television stations. This follows on the heels of local news and
media outlets being bought up by media groups like Sinclair Broadcasting, who have made it
clear that their corporate outlook, and that of its stations, skews to the increasingly extreme
right. 112 The consolidation has had effects on local reporting, and as is clear, this affects even big
cities like New York. The issue at hand is not the number of stations, or who owns them, really,
but what it says about the ability of the public to ever know the truth about anything in the first
place. If reporting is not being cut out completely, like the bosses at Alden Global Capital like to
do with its newspapers – gutting them to increase the bottom line – it is being left out because of
the personal or stock-market induced logic of its owners. 113 And as Noam points out, regardless
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of even the personal inclinations of a privately owned firm, the ideology permeates the air. If
local is the entrance to understanding the global, meaning that the local news is consolidated and
uncritical – how are we to even get the public’s attention in the first place?
How can a public even contest something it does not know is happening? And at what
central cost to what remains of our so-called democratic society is there when all the news is the
same news if it’s even news at all?
What we are seeing is that these monopolies are becoming more like ecosystems – in
which people’s loyalties are not to countries – but what hardware, software, news, and
entertainment they like to incubate themselves with. Furthermore, the new subscription model
spearheaded by media “upstarts” like Netflix and Amazon Prime, shows that this new model is
crossing over into the “older” forms of media capital. In sum, it is a hybridization of capital. And
while nothing new, these neoliberal monopolies control not one single industry per se – but many
facets, and in particular, information and cultural production on a scale unknown before. The
Pandemic has already exacerbated inequality, but it has also strengthened the hand of powerful
transnational corporations. At Hudson Yards, we can see, quite literally, the new ecosystem that
is providing a new hybrid form of capital – one in which the lines between different forms of
accumulation fade away.
What can you call it? It is a facet of capitalism to be inherently “flexible” in what it can
use to make money – it does not really matter, ultimately, what the product or thing is.
However, how is it politically or socially “good” to think of CNN and Time Warner and their
now “lifestyle brand” parent company Discovery+, as separate entities. Especially when the
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research shows that the “institutional” logic of these companies is one and the same. 114 It is the
same institutional logic that has venture capital firms buying up what is left of the local
newspaper, or television station, and turning it for a profit – all the while undermining what’s left
of public discourse and democratic rule.
This is how, ultimately, places like Hudson Yards are built. And while there is serious
resistance to these projects, with so much help from a compliant and implicated press, they
become, often, a foregone conclusion. As said in the introduction – how can someone criticize
something, when they sit right in the middle of the problem itself. Furthermore, as has been
described here and in other places, the role of the media is necessary for public discourse. If they
are in bed with other powers, and if they themselves are also transnational corporations, how can
they criticize a system that makes them rich?
Finally, the cultural production of “fictional” shows like The Flight Attendant only serve
to reiterate the hegemonic understanding of the world. It is true that HBO allows for criticism in
the form of Succession, John Oliver’s Last Week Tonight, or scathing critique from an Alex
Gibney-produced documentary. But it also broadcasts materialistic spectacles like The Flight
Attendant, Sex and the City, Entourage, and even Insecure. More often than not, the accolades
for these spectacles outweigh the criticisms. A show like Succession, for example, might skewer
the rich, but at the same time, it is also employing spaces like Hudson Yards (where it has also
filmed). It is still telegraphing the meaning of these spaces as spaces for the rich. Even shows
like Insecure, groundbreaking as it is in terms of being the first show of its kind with a black
female lead, is rife with luxury commodity fetishism. We are led to believe that Issa (played by
Issa Rae, the writer, and creator of the show), who works for a non-profit, can afford the very
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expensive clothes, furniture, and dinners that are as central to the show as the characters. 115 In all
of this, even with the space of criticism, the dominating ethos of consumption, accumulation, and
extraction is present.
In truth, though, the spectacle wins out. The gilt and glamour, the shiny object, the aura
of these places can be powerful and overwhelming. The focus on aesthetics, on the superfice, is
to ignore the mechanisms operating behind it. Furthermore, the object, in this case, the building
becomes beside the point. Increasingly, it is about creating a whole new way of life, each
iteration brought on because of a change in production, accumulation, and extraction methods.
From a building to an entire planet. A new world is promised in Hudson Yards and all spaces
like it.
And what world is that? It is hardly the swirling world of the urban experience of the
flâneur or flâneuse. It is an incubated, curated world. One that is not to be pierced by the senses
and sensations of lower classes. Other kinetic elites, like those masses of tourists swarming in
front of the Vessel, their engagement is similar, though perhaps not as luxurious. In the
meantime, these complexes are themselves a line of force that works in tandem with
gentrification to homogenize cities to appease tourists and billionaires. What does the flâneur
explore in a place that is already familiar? When is Alex, or the kinetic elites he represents, ever
out of place when the places they go are tailor-made for them?
The Flight Attendant reinforces a vision of life in a space like Hudson Yards that bears
little resemblance to life on the ground, in an actual city. It works, along with the physical spaces
themselves, to hide the profound ecological, political, and long-term sociological fallout of such
a massive redefinition of urban space. As Pynchon notes regarding the pre-9/11 New York he
Doreen St. Felix, “Ladies’ Night,” The New Yorker, November 29, 2021,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2021/11/29/the-end-of-insecure-an-art-work-and-a-phenomenon.
115
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depicts in Bleeding Edge, media properties (whether narrative or informational) create a
“stupefied consensus” about new ways of living in urban space. Transnational corporations are
key players in this media ecosystem. Even as one segment of the capitalist class produces
sparkling fantasies such as The Flight Attendant, another segment simultaneously tightens a
global “Noose of Horror” knotted by the fossil fuel, mining, and other related extractive
industries.
In New York, these elites inhabit, orbit, or move through each other’s spaces. The
dovetailing of these elite interests in the complex is intriguing. It is, quite literally, the
consolidation, interaction, and hybridization of some of the most powerful forces in American
and global society. These developments (and the larger trends they represent) are generally
characterized as natural and good for the people and the city. They are, really, more like the way
the Normans built castles after the invasion of England – a pure expression of power. The press,
notably on television and cable news, put out glowing pieces that far outnumber the criticisms.
The criticisms, of course, are harder to find in the bite-sized information morsels spewed by
cable news, blog posts, and Twitter. 116 Even critical pieces such as those by Michael Kimmelman
of The New York Times, focus on the aesthetics and local politics of the complex, not the ways in
which it represents a new development in an ongoing neoliberal consolidation of social and
economic power. 117

Dobnik, “Sneak Peek inside Hudson Yards as Portions of Complex Open Friday.” This is just one example of
many. There are also many articles and news pieces that focus on the design of the interiors of the many big-name
companies headquartered there. See also: Jacobs, Sarah Jacobs, “Inside Boston Consulting Group’s Office,”
Business Insider, January 18, 2017, https://www.businessinsider.com/inside-boston-consulting-group-office-20171.; Beth Landman, “Inside the Modern Design of WarnerMedia’s New NYC Headquarters With Jeff Zucker,” The
Hollywood Reporter, October 17, 2019, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/movies/movie-features/inside-moderndesign-warnermedias-new-nyc-headquarters-jeff-zucker-1247522/.
117
Kimmelman et al., “Hudson Yards Is Manhattan’s Biggest, Newest, Slickest Gated Community. Is This the
Neighborhood New York Deserves?”
116

60

The Flight Attendant not only captures the essence of the age, but it also telegraphs the
will of the hegemon. News and information media operate similarly. The corporate media,
particularly after the election of Donald Trump, reclaimed the mantle of the Fourth Estate.
However, these companies are owned by even larger companies that control both sides of the
equation. If you could imagine a place in which this Bacchanalian orgy of elite and corporate
interests, elite mobilities, fossil burning cultures, what have you – it would be the Hudson Yards.
For one thing, many of the news media that are supposed to report on the corruption of public
officials and their corporate overlords, live in a building built according to the dictates of the real
estate state, and the complicity of New York’s public officials. Especially when a local press,
eviscerated and consolidated by ravenous hedge funds and larger media entities, is unable to
mount any real criticism around local issues. It makes a change that much harder. And as the
local is the real entry to understanding global issues, this problem prevents the connective tissues
from even being examined.
Furthermore, these transnational corporations are deeply involved with all the processes,
either as investors or outright perpetrators, of the extractive accumulation of fossil fuels, and
lately, rare earths. Many of them are owned by companies with petrochemical industry
subsidiaries, many board members overlap. And while criticism is meted out; the fundamental
structure remains secure.
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Conclusion
“A city cannot be a work of art.”
-

Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life
of Great American Cities 118

“The point is, however, that where the
thematic opposition of heterogeneity and homogeneity is invoked, it can only be this brutal process
that is the ultimate referent: the effects that result from the power of commerce and capitalism
proper – which is to say, sheer number as such, number now shorn and divested of its own magical
heterogeneities and reduced to equivalencies – to seize upon a landscape and flatten it out,
reorganize it into a grid of identical parcels, and expose it to the dynamic of a market that now
reorganizes space in terms of an identical value. The development of capitalism then distributes
that value most unevenly indeed, until at length, in its postmodern moment, sheer speculation, as
something like the triumph of the spirit over matter, the liberation of the form of value from any
of its former concrete or earthly content, now reigns supreme and devastates the very cities and
countrysides it created in the process of its own earlier development. But all such later forms of
abstract violence and homogeneity derive from the initial parcelization, which translates the money
form and the logic of commodity production for a market back onto space itself.”
-

Frederic Jameson, The Seeds of Time 119

“In the glistening metropolises of densely packed corporate skyscrapers, only the
commodified tourism spaces that are urban playscapes and the exclusive zones of “elite
mobilities” and cocooning may occupy the best, cleanest, greenest locations and make use of the
news, fastest infrastructures of transport and communication.”
-

Mimi Sheller, Mobility Justice 120

One Saturday afternoon, on a relatively carefree day between the summer Delta surge, and
the Omicron Surge at the end of 2021, I happened to go to the Shed with some friends to see the
DRIFT: Fragile Future exhibit. The exhibit’s artists claim that the “exhibit would be experiential
installations play on our senses and help us imagine positive, alternative solutions to the problems
our planet faces.” It was a ridiculous show. Despite its claims that it would challenge people’s
conceptions of climate change, and thereby help them “imagine positive, alternative solutions,”
most people are just using their phones to take photos for Instagram. Some parts seemed as if the
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artists just strung Christmas lights on nets to bring attention to “the ocean.” The most ironic aspect
of the show was, again, that people, mostly tourists, were taking pictures with their phones, of the
metals, rare earths, and elements that make up a cell phone. The piece de resistance of the exhibit
- the floating stones (which I believe are meant to represent glaciers?) – was a slow-moving
spectacle. People lounged about under them, taking pictures or videos. Other scrolled social media;
I like to imagine they were looking at images geotagged at their current location. The Shed - billed
as the community cultural space in the Hudson Yards literature - charges $38 a ticket to see the
show. The ticket price alone tells you exactly what community is intended to “see” the exhibit. 121
I only took one picture that day. 122 As you descend from the exhibits above, you come
down facing a huge slab of what seems like slate or concrete, and in gold-leafed relief is the name
‘DAN DOCTOROFF.’ It is inscribed like the name of a king. A small monument to the man who
made the place a reality. It reminds visitors that the place exists because of the munificence and
vision of a man. And while the place is celebrated as an engineering and architectural marvel the
“narrowness of its vision” is stifling. It is narrow because, in truth, it is the vision of a handful of
people, not of an entire metropolis. It is narrow because the vision of life it represents is truly
barren. And what is even more alarming is that it is shown to be a solution to a crisis – climate
change – that is only being exacerbated by sites like Hudson Yards and the social reproduction of
fossil burning culture. 123
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It is egregious that so much public money, money that could be spent on parks, schools,
and housing elsewhere in New York, is put into the service of a transient elite. New York City
politicians spend money for a theme park for the kinetic elites and their pretenders, rather than on
putting garbage cans in Bushwick, or maintaining a park in Tottenville, or a playground in
Tremont. Politicians from liberals to conservatives have embraced that public-private
partnership, which they and the press tout as optimal for urban governance. However, this
partnership is not one of equals – capital has more power, and with 50 years of deregulation
under its belt, is almost completely unchecked. The real estate state does not need make-believe
anymore. The mass media, many of whom have moved their New York or international
headquarters to the complex, are willing accomplices, or else owned by the same people.
Criticism comes and goes, mainly in terms of aesthetics or some missed construction deadline,
but rarely is the reason for the site’s creation ever examined. They are all operating in an elite
ecology – one in which their lifestyle, the very framework of social reproduction that is required
to maintain it – is endangering the lives of not only people but life itself.
Furthermore, in a country that has ceded so much to private interests and removed most
of the regulations that maintained at least some modicum of true competition, we see instead the
further dissolution of the public sphere. Crucially, through media consolidation, we see the
reification of an entire ideology play itself out through these new hybrid technologies, and hybrid
transnational corporations – and the elites that they serve and promote.
The question remains is how we can call ourselves a democratic society when most of
our information, most of our ideas, are increasingly mediated through huge corporations. A
corporate culture that is “undemocratically organized,” and which the narrow class concerns
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trump any other consideration. 124 And whether or not they are stock market traded, or privately
owned, makes no difference to the class concerns represented by them. 125 In fact, even if they are
not directly owned, there is an overlapping, hybrid world in which all of these transnational
companies own a piece of each other – regardless of the “industry” they inhabit. Furthermore, as
we have seen, more and more aspects of the lifeblood of democracy – news and information –
has been gutted or consolidated under the control of investment firms, hedge funds, and the like.
It is this imperative to demand profit from everything, and the literal commodification of every
aspect of human life that is the greatest threat to the planet, and to life in general.
Many of the firms and companies discussed here are implicated – directly – to the fossil
burning and extractive enterprises of the world today. Related Companies, and its brethren, are
heavily involved in the construction of “lifestyle” cities in the Middle East, and elsewhere,
cozying up to even less democratic governments and societies. For all the talk of democracy and
freedom, the true game occurs regardless of politics in the first place. However, this is not to say
that the neoliberal order is not without politics. As Julian Brash points out, the “Bloomberg
Way,” and the neoliberal order that defines it, is truly ideological, and class-based. 126 Its patina of
objectivity melts away once you scrutinize it. It is the same “objectivity” that allows the
corporate news and entertainment outlets to report on “both sides” of an issue, in ways that
clearly serve the powers that be.
It isn’t a giant leap to say, then, from the very beginning, the great cities that dominate
North America today are still not subsumed in the traditions and pathos of the settler-colonial
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state. The grid was never democratic, as is anything imposed by the will of the few on the
many. New York has always embraced the imperial. And while the struggle on its streets has
been one of the push and pull of the many against the few, it is strange to see it, and any city in
the U.S. believes itself (as a city, or a government or a people) as the last bastion of democracy
in the present-day United States. That is because, quite literally, the bones of every city on this
continent continue the settler-colonial slave-trading enterprise that began in 1492.
The “city,” be it New York or Los Angeles, Mexico City or Toronto, are themselves the
physical manifestations of this history and a continuation. In stone and masonry, roads, bridges,
subways, trams, they are locked into this paradigm—the continuing dispossession returning like
a tide, from country to city and back to the country. Grids and new grids are imposed but always
built to the rhythm of the essential logic of capitalist accumulation and production.
Finally, the failure of these cities is inevitable, already built-in. The ecological,
environmental, and climate crises and make this even more apparent. This past year of 2021 has
shown us precisely how the cities in North America are threatened: Hurricane Ida that flooded
New York a few months ago, not to mention the continued drying up and burning of the West.
As Mike Davis pointed out, this is the result of urbanism imposed upon by settlers on land they
still barely comprehend - willfully or just plain ignorant of the dictates of local ecologies and
seasonal rhythms. This knowledge comes with knowing a place intimately.
The myopia of the neoliberal world is evident. And while it can control, for the most part,
how things “look,” it is easy to see how tenuous it is. This myopia, for example, measures a
city’s health only on the financials, much like the way the media reads the stock market as an
indicator of the nation’s – or the world’s – economic health. This blind spot extends far behind
the world of politics and economy. Scholarship has shown how bias leaks into scholarship, or
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even how we understand specific problems and ideas in and about history. Only recently, the
ancient city of Cahokia, once thought to have been a “market town,” has been reassessed – while
trade indeed occurred, it was not the primary reason for the city’s existence. It seems the city’s
rise to prominence was related to the cultural and spiritual significance, not because it was a
market town. Ellen Meiksins-Wood, in The Origin of Capitalism, talks about how we project
capitalism back into the past, so the economic imperative of capital defines all human social
relations. In this way, the only way we can conceive of Cahokia is through this lens. Not only
that, but it also escapes the mind to consider a city not founded on commerce – especially living
on a continent in which primitive capitalism, in the form of colonialism and imperialism,
established every city in existence.
However, there are ways out. The Occupy Wall Street movement in the wake of the fiscal
crisis was prescient in the space that was chosen, in New York, to occupy. Zuccotti Park, a
product of the first attempts at neo-liberalization in New York – private parks built by developers
to get concessions or tax breaks, was the right place to start the fight. 127 The Bloomberg
administration cleared out Zuccotti Park taking cover under the fact that the park, though
“public” was the property of the developers that had built massive skyscrapers housing (who).
These pocket parks are all over Manhattan and the rest of the city, and while they do provide
much-needed open space, the example of Zuccotti Park shows the limits of the “public” nature of
the park. From pocket parks to now whole neighborhoods, public space is being ceded wholesale
now. And while Hudson Yards claims to be community-oriented, its treatment of vendors and of
city property reveal that the logic extends far beyond its walls.
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Occupy Wall Street reminds us that cities are always going to be sites of contestation of
the political and economic order. It also reminds us that being aware of the political spatialities
of a city is just as important. The fight against the powers that would continue to destroy the
planet, foster inequality, and division, and to limit the innate human rights of every individual on
the planet – rights that include the right to movement itself, in all its forms – must be brought to
spaces like the Hudson Yards. This is the new front in a battle over spatialities and temporalities
central to our 21st century, global society. The next protests should be birthed on these very sites
in which a new class of elites are emerging. The next criticisms should focus not only on the
fixed places in which transnational capital expresses itself but how those relations and
topographies are linked together all over the world.
But what is centrally clear is that for any of this to happen, for change to happen, we must
address the power of corporations and capital over the lives of the people of this planet. It can
only be addressed if we set upon dismantling these new hybrid monopolies when they are still
forming. There must be a reckoning about the way in which we have organized our thinking
about culture and the way in which all aspects of human life have been commodified by capital.
To refute the claim that culture, art, whatever you want to call it, is somehow separate from
hegemonic influence. In addition, it is increasingly clear that media consolidation and control is
at the center of any discussion of a future democratic society. In sum, to be a true democracy, we
must shatter the media oligarchy, and spread its remnants to the four corners of the Earth.
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